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      The Northern Song Dynasty: A History of China, PART TWO takes you inside the turbulent world of imperial China, where power wasn’t just worn on a crown—it was fought over in silence, in whispers, and sometimes in blood. From the bitter rivalry between chancellors to the empress who ruled from behind the curtain, every chapter reveals a piece of a dynasty struggling to balance loyalty, ambition, and survival. You’ll find out how court drama turned into national crisis, and how one wrong move could cost a man everything—including his life.

      Step into the shadows of the palace where rumors swirl and secrets run deep. Was the crown prince really swapped with a commoner's child? What happened when the rightful empress was removed in a political storm? And who exactly was the “benevolent emperor” who earned love from his people but couldn’t escape the chaos around him? These aren’t just textbook events—they’re gripping stories about real people living through moments that shaped Chinese history.

      Beyond the palace walls, the Northern Song faced threats just as intense. As the Western Xia rose to power, the empire was forced into a dangerous dance between war and peace. You’ll follow behind-the-scenes negotiations, fierce debates in court, and the bold leaders who risked everything to defend the nation—or change it. The soldiers weren’t the only ones fighting; the real battles were often waged with ink, not swords.

      Reform was in the air, but not everyone agreed on what the future should look like. The Qingli Reforms promised big change, but they came at a cost. A mutiny in Beizhou rocked the empire. A mysterious assassination shook the court. And then came Di Qing—a general as fierce as he was loyal. Through it all, emperors struggled to father heirs, and when Emperor Zhao Zhen passed the throne to young Zhao Shu, a new storm was just beginning.
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            Struggle Between Chancellors

          

        

      

    

    
      During the reign of Emperor Zhenzong of Song, there were far more renowned and virtuous chancellors than treacherous ones. Unfortunately, a very notable feature of these virtuous chancellors of Zhenzong’s era was that, except for Kou Zhun, most of them did not serve as chancellor for long periods. For example, when Zhenzong had just ascended the throne, he appointed Lü Duan as chancellor. Mr. Lü was clear-headed and made wise decisions when handling major affairs, thus offering the emperor many excellent suggestions and strategies. However, before long, Mr. Lü’s health deteriorated, his mind was no longer as sharp as before, and he became somewhat muddled, so he resigned from his position as chancellor.

      After Lü Duan resigned, Emperor Zhenzong appointed Li Hang, Lü Mengzheng, and Zhang Qixian as chancellors. With the careful assistance of these three capable ministers, Emperor Zhenzong worked diligently to govern the country, which resulted in the prosperous era later praised as the “Reign of Xianping.”

      But the good times did not last long. Li Hang unfortunately passed away due to illness, then Lü Mengzheng also submitted his resignation to the emperor, and Zhang Qixian later collapsed from overwork and poor health. Afterwards, the emperor appointed Bi Shian and Kou Zhun as chancellors. Unfortunately, Bi Shian served as chancellor for only a little more than a year before dying from exhaustion after working day and night. It can be seen that holding the position of chancellor in the Northern Song period was indeed a job with high demands on physical strength.

      Starting from Lü Duan, then Lü Mengzheng, Zhang Qixian, Li Hang, and Bi Shian, within a short period there were cases of death, resignation, or inability to perform duties due to illness among these virtuous chancellors. Kou Zhun, on the other hand, was quite robust, had a good appetite, and was full of energy. The emperor did not particularly like Kou Zhun. Thus, after being instigated by the treacherous Wang Qinruo before the emperor, Kou Zhun was dismissed from his position as chancellor.

      After Kou Zhun was dismissed, Wang Dan served as chancellor for four years. At first, he held the authority of chancellor alone, and later shared the position with Xiang Minzhong.

      Who could have predicted that during the Jingde era of Emperor Zhenzong’s reign, Kou Zhun would be maliciously framed by the treacherous official Wang Qinruo and dismissed from his post as chancellor, with Wang Dan succeeding him in this important position? So, what kind of person was Wang Dan? And what did he do during his tenure as chancellor that left him with lingering regrets even at the time of his death? Wang Dan had all the qualities of a true chancellor. In his daily conduct, no matter what matters the officials reported to him, he would always relay them to the emperor calmly and unhurriedly. Moreover, Wang Dan was a man of great magnanimity, and he often spoke of Kou Zhun’s merits before the emperor. Kou Zhun, on the other hand, frequently criticized Wang Dan’s shortcomings in front of the emperor, a situation that everyone was well aware of, was it not?

      Because of this, Emperor Zhenzong found the matter quite amusing. On one occasion, he summoned Wang Dan and spoke to him about it. Zhenzong said, “My dear minister, you are always praising Kou Zhun in front of me, but do you know that Kou Zhun is constantly telling me about your faults? Does this not anger you?” Upon hearing this, Wang Dan showed a faint smile and respectfully replied, “I have served as chancellor and participated in state affairs for a long time. Inevitably, there have been times when I have overlooked things or made mistakes. Kou Zhun is upright and outspoken, not one to flatter or curry favor. That he can point out my shortcomings is truly a great thing for me; I am delighted by it, not angered.” After hearing Wang Dan’s words, Emperor Zhenzong felt even more that Wang Dan indeed possessed great tolerance and magnanimity—such open-mindedness was truly rare in the world.

      This shows that Wang Dan was not only broad-minded, but also distinguished between public and private matters, and never tried to ingratiate himself with his superiors.

      At that time, the emperor was keen on cultivating auspicious signs, and Wang Qinruo had rendered outstanding service in this regard. As a result, the emperor wanted to appoint Wang Qinruo as chancellor. At that time, Wang Qinruo was serving as the Director of the Bureau of Military Affairs. Wang Dan was well aware that Wang Qinruo was not a suitable candidate for chancellor, so he advised the emperor, saying, “During the reigns of our ancestors, there has never been a case of a southerner serving as chancellor. As the current chancellor, I dare not arbitrarily change this precedent. This is to safeguard the justice of the state.”

      During the reigns of Emperor Taizu and Emperor Taizong, there had never been a southerner who served as chancellor, and Wang Qinruo happened to be a southerner. Wang Dan continued, “Since there was no precedent for southerners becoming chancellor during the reigns of our ancestors, and now Your Majesty wishes to have Wang Qinruo succeed me and serve alongside me as chancellor, it is not that I intend to suppress or belittle him, but rather that I truly dare not violate the rules established by our forebears.” Seeing that Wang Dan used the precedent set by Taizu and Taizong as his reason, Emperor Zhenzong had no choice but to temporarily give up on the idea.

      Time passed, and in the first year of the Tianxi era, Wang Dan realized that his health had greatly deteriorated, making it difficult for him to handle daily governmental affairs. Therefore, he solemnly submitted his resignation to the emperor, sincerely expressing his desire to retire from office and return to a peaceful life. At that time, the emperor’s mind was still clear, and he had not yet suffered from a stroke. He knew well that Wang Dan was an outstanding and loyal minister who played a vital role in the court. As a result, the emperor hurriedly summoned Wang Dan and spoke to him earnestly, saying, “My beloved chancellor, you absolutely must not leave! I know you are unwell, and I am very concerned for you. Here is what I propose: I will allow you to attend court only once every five days, rather than every day as before. Moreover, you no longer need to go to the Secretariat to handle cumbersome official business. If there are any matters to be dealt with, you may handle them at home; I trust in your abilities.” In addition to retaining Wang Dan in this way, the emperor also bestowed upon him large amounts of gold, silver, fine silks, and other treasures, in hopes of expressing his appreciation and gratitude, and of persuading Wang Dan to abandon his plan to resign and continue serving the court.

      However, Wang Dan held firm to his own principles. He believed that in his current state of health, he could no longer devote himself fully to his duties, and if he remained in office, he would merely be “occupying a position while receiving a salary without making any contribution,” holding an important post without being able to fulfill its responsibilities. Therefore, he repeatedly expressed his determination to resign to the emperor, his attitude unwavering. This process lasted for more than half a year, and Wang Dan never wavered. In the end, seeing that Wang Dan was resolute in his decision and that his health was indeed worsening, the emperor grew concerned that he might suddenly collapse in court, endangering his life. Helplessly, the emperor finally approved Wang Dan’s resignation and permitted him to return home to recuperate in peace.

      As Wang Dan was about to leave the court and return home, the emperor specially summoned him for an audience. The emperor asked with concern, “My dear minister, with your departure, the court will lose a most capable official. I would like to ask, among all the civil and military officials in court, whom do you think is qualified to succeed you as chancellor?” At this point, Wang Dan was already gravely ill and extremely weak. Forcing himself to sit up, he barely managed to raise his ivory tablet and salute the emperor, then replied in a faint but resolute voice, “Your Majesty, I believe Kou Zhun is well suited for the position of chancellor. He is exceptionally talented and upright, and he will surely serve the court with total dedication and accomplish great things.” The moment the emperor heard the name “Kou Zhun,” he immediately felt a headache coming on.

      The reason was that Kou Zhun’s character was overly forthright, and his conduct was sometimes too forceful; he often got into fierce arguments with the emperor and other officials in court. The emperor was quite dissatisfied with this aspect of his personality and was reluctant to appoint him as chancellor. So the emperor frowned and said to Wang Dan, “My dear minister, besides Kou Zhun, recommend someone else. Who else do you think is fit for this position?”

      Upon hearing this, Wang Dan could not help but feel a wave of melancholy. He replied helplessly, “Your Majesty, aside from Kou Zhun, I do not know enough about the abilities and character of the other officials. Therefore, I truly cannot recommend another suitable candidate to Your Majesty.” With that, Wang Dan returned home, exhausted.

      Two months later, Wang Dan’s illness worsened, and he was on the verge of death. When Emperor Zhenzong learned of this, he personally went to Wang Dan’s residence to visit him. Seeing Wang Dan lying weakly on his sickbed, the emperor was deeply grieved. To express his respect and gratitude for Wang Dan, the emperor bestowed five thousand taels of silver upon Wang Dan’s family. In reality, this sum was also meant as a funeral expense, to help the Wang family properly handle Wang Dan’s final affairs. After Emperor Zhenzong departed, the family hurried to inform the old master, “The emperor has just come to see you!” It seemed that Master Wang had just fainted, otherwise how could he have been completely unaware of such an event? It was truly puzzling. The emperor had also specially left five thousand taels of silver. Upon hearing this, Master Wang immediately had a letter written to the emperor, earnestly stating, “Your Majesty, I really cannot accept so much wealth; please take it back at once.” In his view, leaving money and possessions to one’s descendants was not a wise course.

      Afterwards, Master Wang called his son to his side and spoke to him earnestly: “Throughout my life, I can say that I have committed no major offenses. Yet there is one thing that fills me with lifelong regret: I failed to prevent the emperor from carrying out the so-called Fengshan sacrifices. This mistake has already been made and can never be undone. Though I have lived with honesty and integrity, because of this one matter, I feel ashamed before our ancestors. Therefore, after my death, you must always remember our family’s spotless reputation and continue to uphold the tradition of diligence and frugality. Also, when I am laid to rest, shave my head and bury me in the robes of a monk. The reason I ask this is that I feel unworthy to face our forebears. I was unable to dissuade the emperor from the improper Fengshan sacrifices for the ‘Heavenly Texts,’ and I am truly remorseful.” After saying these words, Wang Dan passed away from illness.

      During the Northern Song period, the eminent minister Wang Dan had once been silenced by Emperor Zhenzong with a jar of pearls, which caused him to fail in stopping the emperor from conducting the Fengshan sacrifices for the Heavenly Texts. This became a source of lifelong guilt for Wang Dan, which he could never let go. In the end, he chose to be buried in monk’s robes to show the purity of his family’s lineage. After Wang Dan’s death, Emperor Zhenzong promoted a number of officials, one of whom was Xiang Minzhong, who had served as chancellor alongside Wang Dan during his lifetime. So, what kind of person was Xiang Minzhong?

      After Wang Dan passed away, Xiang Minzhong, who had served as chancellor alongside him, naturally became the chief among the chancellors, in effect becoming the chief minister. The emperor specially bestowed upon Xiang Minzhong the honorary title of Right Vice Director and concurrently Minister of the Chancellery. Normally, the title of chancellor was “Participant in Policy-Making of the Secretariat and the Chancellery,” but this time, to add the title of Vice Director and Minister of the Chancellery was an extremely high honor. During Emperor Zhenzong’s reign, no one had previously received such an honorary title. Thus, Emperor Zhenzong summoned an official to his side and said, “Xiang Minzhong has rendered outstanding service, and now that he has been promoted to such a high office, it stands to reason that he will surely host a grand banquet today, inviting many guests. The entrance to his mansion will certainly be bustling, with carriages and people coming and going in great numbers. Go and find out for me, but do not let it be known.” The official accepted the order and immediately headed to Xiang Minzhong’s residence.

      When the official arrived at the gate of Xiang Minzhong’s residence, the scene before his eyes took him quite by surprise. The entrance was quiet and calm, no different from usual, and there was none of the bustling activity described by the emperor, with carriages and crowds coming and going. Entering the residence and meeting Xiang Minzhong, the official stepped forward and said, “My lord, now that you have ascended to the position of chancellor and achieved such great accomplishments, I have come specially to offer you my congratulations.” Xiang Minzhong, composed and modest, replied in a calm and humble tone, “This is simply my duty; it is really nothing to be celebrated.”

      The official went on, “My lord, during the reigns of Taizu and Taizong, all those officials who received such honorary titles later became highly respected figures with great reputations. Now that you have been so honored, your future will surely be bright and limitless.” Xiang Minzhong simply exchanged a few polite words and then invited the official to stay for a meal.

      Xiang Minzhong led the official to his kitchen, where the official asked the kitchen staff, “Are there many distinguished guests dining here today? Did the chancellor instruct you to prepare a lavish feast?” The kitchen staff replied, “Everything is just as usual. If it weren’t for your arrival, my lord, the chancellor only asked us to add two extra dishes—there were no other special arrangements.”

      The official returned to the palace and truthfully reported everything he had seen and heard to Emperor Zhenzong. Upon hearing this, Emperor Zhenzong was greatly pleased and exclaimed, “A man like Xiang Minzhong is truly rare! Now that he holds such a high position and has rendered great service, he remains unperturbed by honor or disgrace, so calm and composed—he is indeed a most excellent official. What a pity…” During Emperor Zhenzong’s reign, although he did appoint Xiang Minzhong as chancellor and knew well that he was a virtuous official, in the end he did not heed Wang Dan’s advice but instead promoted Wang Qinruo, raising him to the position of chancellor. In the heart of Emperor Zhenzong, perhaps the person he trusted most was Wang Qinruo.

      As soon as Wang Qinruo assumed the position of chancellor, he began to act recklessly and without restraint. He ruthlessly excluded anyone who disagreed with him, while forming cliques and colluding with those who were willing to go along with his ways. At the same time, he brazenly accepted bribes, making it easier for himself to monopolize power. He often complained bitterly that, because of Wang Dan’s words, he had been delayed ten years in becoming chancellor. So, after attaining the position, his conduct became even more arrogant and domineering, and his power even surpassed that of Chief Minister Xiang Minzhong. Wang Qinruo was a man who only knew how to flatter and ingratiate himself with the emperor to win favor, while going to great lengths to exclude upright ministers from the court. Loyal officials such as Vice Minister Wang Zeng and Ma Zhijie of the Privy Council were all driven out of the court by Wang Qinruo. For example, Wang Zeng later went to serve in local government.

      Ma Zhijie simply could not tolerate Wang Qinruo’s behavior any longer. Unable to swallow his indignation, he resolutely chose to resign from his court position.

      In this way, many loyal ministers were forced out of court, leaving Wang Qinruo to wield power alone. Over time, even the emperor realized that Wang Qinruo’s authority had grown too great. No matter what, the emperors of the Song dynasty understood one thing: if the chancellor’s power became too great, it would inevitably threaten the monarch’s own authority. Therefore, the emperor was naturally unwilling to see Wang Qinruo dominate the government single-handedly.

      At this time, a major incident occurred. In the provinces, a Daoist priest was discovered to be secretly harboring forbidden books and had even established an organization resembling a heterodox cult.

      This Daoist went everywhere recruiting followers, and as his influence grew, he eventually attracted the attention of the authorities. He often boasted that he could perform magic and even summon the celestial spirits of the Six Ding and Six Jia. After an investigation, the authorities decided to search the Daoist’s temple. What they found was astonishing: a large number of letters between the Daoist and chancellor Wang Qinruo. News of this quickly reached the emperor. Upon reading the correspondence, the emperor was immediately displeased. In the past, Wang Qinruo had often used so-called “auspicious omens from heaven” and similar occurrences to create seemingly lucky opportunities for the emperor, which had once made the emperor quite happy. But now, seeing that Wang Qinruo was using the name of immortals to glorify himself, the emperor was deeply displeased. With the emperor feeling resentful, and with other ministers impeaching Wang Qinruo at this very moment, the emperor seized the opportunity to remove Wang Qinruo from his position as chancellor and banished him to Hangzhou. After Wang Qinruo left the court, the one who was once again called back to serve as chancellor was Kou Zhun.

      Kou Zhun was a man of upright character and exceptional talent. As early as the reign of Emperor Taizong of Song, he had been promoted multiple times thanks to his outstanding abilities and remarkable performance. However, during the reign of Emperor Zhenzong, his forthright nature not only failed to advance his career but actually became an obstacle. Emperor Renzong did not appreciate Kou Zhun’s tendency to speak bluntly and challenge imperial authority. Moreover, the treacherous official Wang Qinruo sowed discord, which ultimately led to Kou Zhun’s removal from the post of chancellor. Since Emperor Zhenzong did not favor Kou Zhun, why was Kou Zhun able to return to court and serve as chancellor again after Wang Qinruo was dismissed?

      Was it not true that the emperor disliked Kou Zhun? So how was Kou Zhun able to return to office once more? There were two main reasons. First, it was due to Wang Dan’s repeated recommendations. The emperor and Wang Dan shared a deep friendship, and even when Wang Dan was about to resign, and again before his death, he persistently recommended Kou Zhun to the emperor. Second, at this time, Kou Zhun also engaged in serious self-reflection. He wondered, given his great abilities and exceptional talents, why was he not favored by the emperor, while a treacherous villain like Wang Qinruo was made chancellor? He realized that the problem lay in his former tendency to challenge those above him too openly. Thus, Kou Zhun decided to change his personality and principles, and began to deliberately ingratiate himself with Emperor Zhenzong. What was Emperor Zhenzong’s claim to fame? He was known for “auspicious signs from heaven,” wasn’t he? He revered the so-called heavenly texts. At that time, Kou Zhun was serving in a local post, and one of his subordinates happened to obtain a so-called “heavenly text.” So, Kou Zhun submitted a memorial to the emperor, claiming that a heavenly text had also descended in his locality. The emperor, upon receiving this report, was overjoyed, even expressing his excitement, saying, “It seems that Elder Kou has finally come around! His attitude and way of doing things have changed, and he has even taken the initiative to report the descent of a heavenly text to me.”

      The emperor was greatly pleased and immediately issued an edict summoning Kou Zhun to the capital, appointing him once again to a position in the Secretariat. All the ministers at court understood that this so-called heavenly text was nothing but nonsense, and they all advised the emperor to severely punish Kou Zhun’s subordinate. Yet the emperor was fond of such things. Moreover, he knew very well that Kou Zhun was a capable man. Since Kou Zhun had changed his attitude, the emperor was determined to recall him to court. In this way, Kou Zhun returned to the capital and once again assumed the position of “Participant in Policy-Making of the Secretariat and the Chancellery”—that is, the post of chancellor.

      At that time, Ding Wei served as chancellor alongside Kou Zhun. As mentioned previously, the emperor had intentions of performing the Fengshan sacrifices, and at the time, Ding Wei was serving as Commissioner of the Three Departments. The emperor inquired whether the state treasury could afford the expenses for the Fengshan ceremony. Ding Wei replied that the treasury was abundant, with more money than could ever be spent, and, with a flattering attitude, expressed his willingness to assist the emperor in spending it. This shows that Ding Wei was a man of considerable talent, but also a treacherous and unscrupulous character.

      Originally, there was no conflict between Kou Zhun and Ding Wei; in fact, Kou Zhun greatly admired Ding Wei’s abilities. In earlier years, Kou Zhun had even recommended Ding Wei to chancellor Li Hang. Li Hang, who had vast experience in judging people and extraordinary insight, earnestly warned Kou Zhun: “Ding Wei is someone who absolutely should not be given great responsibility. Although he is talented, he lacks virtue. He must never be placed in a high position or entrusted with significant power.” When Kou Zhun heard these words, he paid them little mind, thinking to himself: Is it reasonable to keep someone in a subordinate position just because he is talented? Does it make sense to leave a capable person unused? That’s simply illogical! Seeing Kou Zhun’s reaction, Li Hang smiled gently and said, “I will not argue with you. In time, you will see that my words are not unfounded.” Later, when Li Hang passed away, Kou Zhun and Ding Wei began serving together. One day at lunch, as Kou Zhun was drinking soup—since most men in ancient times wore their beards long—some of the soup got on his beard.

      Ding Wei noticed that his superior’s beard was stained with soup, and hurriedly took out a handkerchief, intending to wipe it for Kou Zhun. In truth, Ding Wei’s action was nothing more than an attempt to curry favor with Kou Zhun. We all know Kou Zhun’s character—he detested evil as if it were a personal enemy. Although he had once flattered the emperor in order to return to the central government, he still could not stand Ding Wei’s sycophantic behavior. For a high-ranking official, a Participant in Policy-Making, to do such a thing as wipe his superior’s beard! Not only did Kou Zhun fail to appreciate the gesture, he even mocked Ding Wei, saying, “Vice Minister Ding, as an important official of the state, how can you do something like wiping your superior’s beard?” At these words, Ding Wei’s face turned red, then white, then purple, then green, a mixture of shame and anger. From that moment on, he secretly harbored resentment against Kou Zhun.

      He had intended only to ingratiate himself, but did not expect Kou Zhun to be so unappreciative as to embarrass him in public. From then on, Ding Wei bore a grudge against Kou Zhun and looked for an opportunity to take revenge.

      Although Kou Zhun, upon once again ascending to the position of chancellor, did not attract criticism through any inappropriate conduct, his upright and unyielding character nevertheless provoked the enmity of his colleague Ding Wei. In the end, due to a moment of carelessness, Ding Wei seized upon a pretext to frame him, and he was once again demoted.

      So, what exactly happened before his demotion that gave Ding Wei the opportunity to strike?

      By the fourth year of the Tianxi reign, Emperor Zhenzong suffered a stroke and was bedridden. His condition fluctuated, but he was basically no longer able to handle state affairs. At this point, Kou Zhun had completely seen through Ding Wei’s true nature, and the conflict between them had become irreconcilable. As time passed, differences in political views within the court became increasingly pronounced, with the tensions steadily escalating. The officials in court gradually split into two clearly defined factions. One faction was centered around Kou Zhun, and included officials such as Wang Zeng, Li Di, and Yang Yi. The other faction was led by Empress Liu and Ding Wei, with followers like Cao Liyong among their ranks. The struggle between these two factions was extremely intense, as incompatible as fire and water, and they often clashed head-on at court.

      In the later years of Emperor Zhenzong’s reign, due to his poor health, he was no longer able to handle the complexities of government. As a result, Empress Liu began to exercise the power of governance on his behalf.

      Seeing the empress managing state affairs in his stead, Emperor Zhenzong could not help but worry. He was concerned that, after his death, the country would lack a legitimate successor and supreme power would fall into the hands of others. This anxiety grew in his heart, leaving him restless and unable to eat or sleep. Thus, he summoned Kou Zhun to his side and confided in him his intention to have the crown prince act as regent.

      Upon hearing this, Kou Zhun was overjoyed. He saw this as an opportunity to restore order to the government and fulfill his political ambitions. He immediately went to find his ally, the Hanlin academician Yang Yi. When he saw Yang Yi, Kou Zhun excitedly said, “His Majesty feels his health is failing and intends to have the crown prince act as regent. We must select virtuous and capable ministers to assist the crown prince.” Then, with righteous indignation, Kou Zhun continued, “I have already told His Majesty that people like Ding Wei and Cao Liyong are treacherous officials who are causing chaos in the government, and have requested that the emperor dismiss and investigate them. His Majesty has already agreed to this. You must quickly draft the edict appointing the crown prince as regent. This matter is extremely confidential—there must not be the slightest leak, and no one else must know about it. If the regency is successfully established and Ding Wei’s faction is dismissed, then Ding Wei’s current position could become yours in the future.” Yang Yi understood at once, fully aware of the importance and urgency of the matter.

      After returning home, Yang Yi immediately set to work. He dismissed all the maids and servants, tightly shut the doors and windows, as if to block out all external interference. Sitting at his desk, he carefully drafted the imperial edict, weighing every word with great caution, fearful of making any mistake. He knew that this edict would determine the future direction of the court and the fate of countless people; there could be no room for error.

      Yang Yi was extremely vigilant and cautious, devoting himself wholeheartedly to drafting the edict. The trouble, however, was that Kou Zhun’s conduct was far from steady or reliable. In his heart, Kou Zhun was already thinking that the treacherous villain Ding Wei was about to be dismissed from office, and soon the crown prince would begin to act as regent and take charge of state affairs. He was overjoyed. That very night, he drank heartily, becoming thoroughly intoxicated and barely conscious. In this muddled state, he let the secret slip. Perhaps while chatting with his family, he excitedly told them, “Let me tell you some great news—Ding Wei is about to be removed from office and investigated!”

      What he never expected was that there was actually a spy planted by Ding Wei among his family members. Upon learning the news, the spy immediately and secretly reported it to Ding Wei. On hearing this, Ding Wei was alarmed and hurried to the palace to see Empress Liu. He respectfully said to her, “Such an important matter as the crown prince acting as regent was not even reported to you in advance. We have always been your loyal followers—if the crown prince becomes regent, our entire faction may be dismissed from office. We beg you to stand up for us!”

      After hearing Ding Wei’s words, Empress Liu was naturally extremely angered at Kou Zhun. She thought to herself, “Kou Zhun, how dare you act behind my back! You are truly arrogant and presumptuous! The emperor is still alive, and I am still here in the harem, yet you act so recklessly.” Thus, Empress Liu spoke ill of Kou Zhun before the emperor, accusing him of being a scheming and disloyal man. She then ordered Ding Wei and his associates to submit memorials to the court, impeaching Kou Zhun for various offenses.

      By this time, Emperor Zhenzong was already gravely ill, with his health fluctuating, and he simply could not withstand the repeated pressure from these people. Under the constant persuasion and agitation from Ding Wei and others, Emperor Zhenzong, in his confusion, completely forgot his previous agreement with Kou Zhun. He then issued an order dismissing Kou Zhun from the post of chancellor, no longer allowing him to hold this important office.

      Ding Wei and his associates even dug up the old case of Kou Zhun’s fabrication of the “Heavenly Book” as a pretext. Using this as an excuse, Kou Zhun was expelled from the court, and his official rank was repeatedly lowered, until he was finally demoted to serve as Sima of Daozhou.

      Who could have expected that, during his tenure as chancellor, Ding Wei never ceased his efforts to exclude and suppress dissenters. After Kou Zhun was once again driven out of the court, Li Di, another chancellor who stood in the same camp as Kou Zhun, gradually lost the power struggle against Ding Wei. So, how exactly was Li Di edged out by Ding Wei?

      No sooner had Kou Zhun been expelled from the court than Ding Wei and his faction gained complete control over state affairs. Li Di was furious about this, for he had always been one of Kou Zhun’s supporters. Indignantly, he said, “From humble beginnings, I worked my way up, step by step, to the position of chancellor—all thanks to His Majesty’s great favor. I have always wanted to repay the emperor’s kindness, but now…” I truly despised Ding Wei, and I made it clear: either he stays or I stay, but never both. As a result, Ding Wei and I often quarreled heatedly in court, to the point of nearly coming to blows. On one occasion, I was so angry that I went to see Emperor Zhenzong. I sincerely told His Majesty, “Your Majesty, there is simply no way I can serve in the same court as Ding Wei. I request that Your Majesty dismiss both of us.” Emperor Zhenzong, irritated by my words, impatiently waved his hand and said, “Fine, fine, both of you leave!”

      Immediately, Emperor Zhenzong ordered a Hanlin academician to quickly draft an imperial edict, removing both me and Ding Wei from the position of chancellor. As a result, we were both dismissed. The next day, Ding Wei entered the palace to bid farewell to the emperor. Upon seeing Ding Wei, the emperor could not help but ask, “Why is it that you two are always quarreling?”

      The emperor continued, “You are both important ministers of the state and should be helping me solve the nation’s problems, yet you quarrel noisily all day long. What is the meaning of this? Do you find this amusing?” Ding Wei hurriedly put on a look of grievance and said, “Your Majesty, I have never quarreled with Li Di. Even when he insulted me, I endured it without saying a word. Yet Your Majesty dismissed us both. If Your Majesty would allow me to remain by your side, I assure you, I will serve you wholeheartedly and with utmost loyalty!” At this point, Emperor Zhenzong seemed to fall into another bout of confusion, and muddle-headedly said, “Very well, if that’s the case, then don’t leave—stay.” So it turned out that a bad coin had driven out a good one. Originally, I was determined to risk everything, thinking that at worst, we would both step down as chancellor together. Who could have expected that, in the end, I would be expelled from the court, while Ding Wei, with just a few words and the emperor’s lapse into confusion, would be allowed to stay. Later, because the emperor frequently fell ill and could not properly handle state affairs, he issued an order for important matters of state to be managed jointly by the crown prince, the chancellor, and the Privy Council. At that time, the crown prince was just a teenager, so the affairs of state were actually handled by Empress Liu. Empress Liu and Ding Wei colluded with each other; Ding Wei was a thoroughly treacherous chancellor, and together they firmly controlled the power of the court. Emperor Zhenzong’s health deteriorated steadily and grew worse by the day.

      On his deathbed, Emperor Zhenzong suddenly realized that he had not seen Kou Zhun for a long time and asked, “Where is Kou Zhun these days?” Those attending him replied, “Your Majesty, Kou Zhun was long ago demoted to Sima of Daozhou. It was by your own imperial edict—do you not remember?” Upon hearing this, Emperor Zhenzong realized that his power was gone, that he was unable to change the current situation, and he could no longer be concerned about other matters.

      In the first year of the Qiandao era, Emperor Zhenzong was about to pass away. After his death, the crown prince ascended the throne at the age of only thirteen. Thus, the affairs of state fell into the hands of Empress Liu and Ding Wei. We all know that Ding Wei was a treacherous minister, but what about Empress Liu? Did she really form a clique with Ding Wei for her own gain, plunging the administration into chaos?
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      Emperor Zhenzong of Song ascended to heaven, passing away at the age of fifty-four. He had only one son, Crown Prince Zhao Zhen, who then took the throne and became the renowned Emperor Renzong in Song history. When Emperor Renzong succeeded to the throne, he was only twelve or thirteen years old, still a youthful boy. At such a young age, he was naturally unable to personally preside over state affairs. What could be done about this? As a result, Empress Liu, the wife of Emperor Zhenzong, began to rule from behind the curtain, setting a precedent for empress dowagers ruling from behind the curtain in the Song dynasty. Who exactly was this Empress Liu? Did she truly have such great ability? By what reason was she able to rule from behind the curtain?

      Throughout his life, Emperor Zhenzong had three empresses. The first empress was surnamed Pan, the eighth daughter of Pan Mei, a founding general of the Northern Song dynasty.

      When Zhenzong was still a prince, his father betrothed Pan Mei's daughter to him. Unfortunately, the eldest daughter of the Pan family was ill-fated and died young at the age of only twenty-two. At that time, Zhenzong had not yet ascended the throne, and she passed away before he became emperor. After Empress Pan’s death, Emperor Taizong, Zhenzong’s father, thought that his son could not remain without a wife.

      Therefore, Emperor Taizong arranged for Zhenzong to marry the daughter of the Director of the Imperial Armory. This woman was surnamed Guo. Empress Guo was virtuous and kind, managing the inner palace in an orderly manner. After Zhenzong ascended the throne, Guo naturally became the empress. She was strict with herself and never allowed her own family to abuse power or seek personal gain through her position. Such a noble and moral empress was truly rare.

      Emperor Zhenzong and Empress Guo were deeply affectionate and lived harmoniously. Unfortunately, Empress Guo was not in good health. On one occasion, she accompanied Emperor Zhenzong to pay tribute to their ancestors. On the return journey, she was exposed to a cold wind and caught a chill. Coupled with the fatigue of travel and hardship along the way, she suffered greatly. After returning to the palace, her illness worsened and she developed a high fever. At that time, medical science was extremely underdeveloped; there were neither anti-inflammatory drugs nor antibiotics.

      Faced with Empress Guo’s high fever, all the so-called divine doctors were at their wits’ end and could only watch helplessly as Empress Guo passed away. After Empress Guo’s death, the third empress appointed by Emperor Zhenzong—namely, the famous Empress Liu, whom we will focus on in this chapter—came into the picture.

      Although Emperor Zhenzong’s first two empresses were unfortunate and passed away young, both came from prominent and illustrious families, possessing extremely noble status. However, the background of Emperor Zhenzong’s third empress—Empress Liu—was full of twists and hardships. So, what kind of life experience did this Empress Liu have? And how did she come to meet Emperor Zhenzong of Song?

      This Empress Liu was named Liu E. Usually, in ancient China, most girls did not have formal given names, so I suspect that “Liu E” was a name she later chose for herself. According to the official historical records, Liu E’s grandfather once held the post of Grand General of the Right Cavalry Guard during the Five Dynasties period, while her father served as a regional governor (cishi) in the Song dynasty, stationed in Jiazhou, which is present-day Leshan in Sichuan.

      Thus, Liu E followed her mother, Lady Pang, and settled with her father in Sichuan. Unexpectedly, while following Emperor Taizong of Song on a campaign against Northern Han, her father fell ill and eventually died in the military camp.

      With this, the family’s fortunes quickly declined. At first, they might have been able to rely on a small amount of compensation from her father’s death to make ends meet, but as time passed and the cost of living continued to rise, that money gradually became insignificant. Later, perhaps the imperial court was too busy to care, or for other reasons, the payments stopped coming.

      Their lives grew extremely difficult, and they could only scrape by through Lady Pang’s needlework for others. However, deep inside, Liu E felt that she was not meant to live such a life, because she had heard that when she was born, her mother had dreamed of the moon falling into her arms, and soon after gave birth to her. Therefore, she firmly believed that she was destined for wealth and honor, and that she would become a noble among people.

      As we all know, when the founding emperors Taizu, Taizong, and Zhenzong were born, their mothers all dreamed of the sun entering their bosoms. Since Liu E was an empress, and the emperor was born because his mother dreamed of the sun, then naturally, the empress should be someone born from a dream of the moon. Thus, Liu E believed she should not live an ordinary life. Yet, with her family in decline, she could only follow her mother, barely surviving by sewing clothes for others. At that time, Liu E was still very young, only thirteen or fourteen years old, but she had already grown remarkably beautiful—graceful in figure, upright and elegant, with every gesture exuding dignity and composure. She was not only literate and talented, but also skilled in drumming. The burden of the family weighed on them like a mountain, suffocating this already impoverished household. Lady Pang, her mother, from years of toil and exhaustion, eventually fell gravely ill and passed away.

      The death of Lady Pang forced the young Liu E to face life’s hardships alone. For a beautiful girl of only thirteen or fourteen, finding a way to make a living in this world was anything but easy. With no other options, Liu E had to rely on her skills in drumming and singing, wandering through the streets and alleys every day, making a living as a street performer. Her charming appearance and sweet voice naturally attracted many admiring glances, but there were also those with bad intentions, who often harbored wicked thoughts toward her, making Liu E’s life fraught with danger and unease.

      Just as Liu E felt isolated and helpless, with her future shrouded in uncertainty, a benefactor appeared in her life. This man was named Gong Mei, a silversmith who made his living crafting silverware. Hearing of Liu E’s tragic circumstances, Gong Mei was filled with sympathy. Looking at the beautiful and intelligent young woman before him, he felt it was a great pity for her talents to be wasted in such a small place.

      So Gong Mei took the initiative to approach Liu E and spoke to her earnestly, saying, “Young lady, with your outstanding gifts, it would be such a waste for you to spend your life in obscurity here. As it happens, I am planning to go to the capital to seek my fortune. You have skills in drumming and singing, and the capital is a prosperous place filled with officials and nobles. Who knows? Perhaps one day, someone of influence will notice your exceptional beauty and talent and change your destiny. Why not come to the capital with me? We can pretend to be brother and sister, and I will do my best to introduce you to people of status.”

      Liu E was moved by Gong Mei’s words. She thought about her own situation—having no one to rely on here, struggling for a living every day, and constantly being harassed by unsavory characters. It would be better to follow Gong Mei to the capital and see if she might find a new opportunity. So, she gladly agreed to Gong Mei’s proposal.

      The two of them traveled a long way and finally arrived in the capital. Through some means, Gong Mei became acquainted with Zhang Qi, who was a favored attendant of Prince Xiang, the future Emperor Zhenzong. As it happened, Gong Mei’s silversmithing skills were superb, and Prince Xiang’s household needed some silverware to be crafted. In this way, Gong Mei used his craftsmanship to establish a connection with Zhang Qi. At that time, it so happened that the Lady Pan had passed away not long before, and Prince Xiang—who would later become Emperor Zhenzong—was feeling quite troubled. He had heard that Shu (Sichuan) was famous for beautiful women, and that girls from Sichuan were especially attractive. Therefore, he once said to Zhang Qi, “If you ever come across a pretty girl from Sichuan while wandering the streets, why not bring one back for me?”

      As a concubine attendant to Prince Xiang, Zhang Qi kept her lord’s instructions firmly in mind. Later, after Gong Mei became acquainted with Zhang Qi, he said to her, “I’ve heard, madam, that you are searching for a Sichuan girl for Prince Xiang. I have a cousin who is an authentic Sichuan girl, not only extraordinarily beautiful but also literate. Could you recommend her to the prince?” Upon hearing this, Zhang Qi replied, “Is she really so beautiful? Then let me meet her.”

      At first sight, Zhang Qi was also struck by Liu E’s beauty and felt she was most suitable, so she arranged for Liu E to enter Prince Xiang’s residence. As expected, when Prince Xiang saw Liu E, he was completely captivated and immediately brought her into his household. The two of them became inseparable, living together like a loving couple. Their days were filled with happiness and sweetness, but as the saying goes, “there are no secrets that do not come to light.” Eventually, the prince’s wet nurse, Lady Qin, learned of the affair. Lady Qin felt this was improper. Her dear grandson was Prince Xiang, who would likely inherit the throne and become emperor one day. How could he be entangled with a woman of uncertain background? This was absolutely unacceptable! That young woman claimed her grandfather was a general and her father a regional governor, but how could a true daughter of a governor be beating a drum and singing on the street for a living? It was simply too suspicious.

      So, Lady Qin earnestly tried to persuade the prince to stop seeing this girl and send her family away. But Prince Xiang refused to listen to her advice. It must be said that, as a wet nurse, she took her responsibilities seriously, just like a careful and attentive governess. Since she could not dissuade him, she decided to go to his father and let the parent handle it.

      She hurried to Emperor Taizong of Song and reported the whole situation to him in detail. Lady Qin told Emperor Taizong that Prince Xiang was spending all his time in the palace with a woman of uncertain background, and if word got out, it would surely damage the reputation and prestige of the royal family. Upon hearing this, Emperor Taizong was furious. He felt his son was truly disappointing, becoming obsessed with women at such a young age. Moreover, even if he liked women, he should have chosen a proper lady from a noble family—how could he allow a woman of questionable background into the royal palace?

      Thus, Emperor Taizong immediately issued an order demanding that Liu E be sent out of Prince Xiang’s residence without any delay.

      Liu E and Prince Xiang, Zhao Heng, had fallen deeply in love, but Liu E’s uncertain background met with strong opposition from Zhao Heng’s family. So, what would become of Liu E and Zhao Heng’s path to marriage? How would their fate change? Zhao Heng was torn; he dared not defy his father’s command, but deep down he could not bear to part with his love for Liu E. After much deliberation, he summoned Zhang Qi into the room.

      With a troubled look, Zhao Heng said to Zhang Qi, “Now that my father has issued an imperial edict demanding that I send Liu E away, I truly cannot bear to part with her. Can you help me think of a solution? What should I do?”

      Zhang Qi lowered her head and pondered for a moment before speaking slowly, “It is impossible to defy an imperial order; this is something that absolutely cannot be disobeyed. In my opinion, you might as well send Liu E to my home, where I can look after her. If you wish to meet her, it will also be very convenient for you to visit my house.”

      Zhao Heng’s eyes lit up, and he nodded repeatedly, exclaiming with excitement, “What a great idea! You’re truly my indispensable and capable aide, always able to come up with such ingenious solutions.”

      Zhang Qi then further suggested, “Although Liu E would be living in my home, she is, after all, your lady. To avoid gossip and unnecessary rumors, I will not stay at my own house any longer. From now on, I will move into your residence in the prince’s palace.”

      “In this way, the two of us will simply exchange our places of residence. I will instruct my servants at home to serve Liu E with the utmost care and respect, as if she were the mistress.”

      Upon hearing this, Zhao Heng was overjoyed, and his face beamed with happiness. At this time, he was not yet the future Emperor Zhenzong of Song, but his joy was already impossible to conceal.

      Thus, Liu E moved into Zhang Qi’s house, while Zhang Qi herself moved into the prince’s palace. From then on, Prince Xiang, Zhao Heng, would frequently visit Zhang Qi’s home to rendezvous with Liu E.

      Liu E ended up living in Zhang Qi’s residence for fifteen years. Such endurance and patience over fifteen years is rarely seen in this world. Had it been any ordinary woman in such a situation, she would surely have cried and complained all day long, perhaps even resorting to “crying, making a scene, or threatening suicide” to vent her grievances and discontent.

      Liu E, however, was completely different. She understood clearly that she was in the prime of her youth, while Emperor Taizong was already advanced in age. She firmly believed that, one day, the old emperor would pass away, and that would be her moment to finally overcome her hardships and rise to prominence. During these fifteen years, apart from her secret meetings with Prince Xiang, Liu E spent most of her time at Zhang Qi’s residence. She devoured all kinds of books, delved deeply into the classics and historical texts, and continuously improved her knowledge and refinement, shaping herself into an idealistic, virtuous, and cultured young woman. These long fifteen years were truly a test of endurance. At long last, Emperor Taizong passed away, and Prince Xiang ascended the throne smoothly—her years of suffering had finally come to an end. This Prince Xiang was the future Emperor Zhenzong, who was already thirty-two years old at the time. Liu E was the same age, also thirty-two. Emperor Zhenzong, loyal and sentimental, did not forget his old affection for Liu E. He brought her into the palace and made her his consort, bestowing her with great favor. Although Liu E was no longer young by then, Zhenzong’s affection for her did not diminish in the slightest. Since Liu E had no siblings, she proposed to the emperor, “Your Majesty, my cousin Gong Mei is actually not related to me by blood; he is merely a relative in name. I beg Your Majesty to grant him permission to change his surname to Liu and allow him to inherit my family’s estate.” In this way, Gong Mei’s efforts from years before were finally repaid.

      Liu E and Zhenzong Zhao Heng endured fifteen long years of patience and waiting, and at last their love came to fruition. Liu E finally entered the palace as a consort of Emperor Zhenzong of Song. At this point, she was still some distance from the position of empress. So, what means did she use to eventually ascend to the throne as empress? Let us wait and see. Liu E first became the Virtuous Consort, and then was promoted to Noble Consort. By all accounts, having received such favor from the emperor, she should have felt content and at ease. Yet her heart was filled with anxiety. Why was she so worried? The reason was that she had no children. Moreover, the problem was not with Emperor Zhenzong, but with herself. Emperor Zhenzong had fathered five children with other consorts, both sons and daughters. But sadly, all five children died young; no one knew what misfortune had befallen Emperor Zhenzong to result in such a fate.

      Seeing that Emperor Zhenzong was nearly forty years old and still had no surviving children, he was naturally beside himself with worry. To whom could he entrust the Song dynasty? What would become of the imperial succession? He was deeply anxious about this. Liu E was worried as well—after all, the emperor was already nearing forty, yet still had no child. Thus, the emperor felt he could not wait any longer.

      At this time, the second Empress Guo had already passed away, and the emperor was soon to appoint a new empress. In the palace, the most favored woman was Liu E, that is, Virtuous Consort Liu, followed by Pure Consort Yang. Anxious for an heir, the emperor brought into the palace Lady Shen, the granddaughter of a former chancellor. Lady Shen was only fourteen at the time, in the bloom of youth—young and beautiful. In this way, Lady Shen posed a threat to Liu E’s position.

      Lady Shen’s background was extremely noble: as the granddaughter of a chancellor, she was not only young and beautiful, but also had never borne a child—unlike Liu E, who found it difficult to conceive. If Lady Shen were to win the emperor’s favor and become pregnant with a prince, then Liu E’s position would be in grave danger. For this reason, Liu E often spoke to Emperor Zhenzong, urging him that the position of empress should not remain vacant for long. “Your Majesty, the empress’s seat should be settled as soon as possible. Whom do you truly intend to make empress?” Zhenzong replied, “Of course, I wish to make you empress.” Soon after, Zhenzong summoned the court ministers and announced to them, “The inner palace has been without a mistress for too long. Now I intend to appoint Virtuous Consort Liu as empress. What do you, my loyal ministers, think?”

      As soon as he finished speaking, Hanlin Academician Li Di stepped forward and firmly objected: “This must not be done! Virtuous Consort Liu comes from a humble background, with unclear family origins. More importantly, she has no children to this day. How can someone like that become empress and serve as a model for all women of the realm?” As soon as Li Di finished, other ministers joined in, all saying, “She is indeed not suitable!” In an instant, voices of opposition rose on all sides in the court. When Emperor Zhenzong heard this, his expression darkened and he was clearly displeased. He suppressed his dissatisfaction and asked, “Then, in your opinion, who is suitable for the position of empress?” The ministers immediately began to discuss among themselves, and someone suggested, “The newly arrived Lady Shen is an excellent candidate. She is the daughter of a chancellor, from a distinguished family, and still very young. In the future, she will surely be able to bear the emperor’s heir. She would be the ideal empress.”

      After hearing this, Emperor Zhenzong felt quite helpless and sighed, “I wish only to make the woman I love empress, but none of you agree.” After pondering for a moment, Zhenzong decided to set the matter aside for the time being and said, “There is no need to rush; let us consider this matter at length.” With that, Zhenzong returned to the inner palace. Thus, the matter of appointing an empress was temporarily put on hold. The emperor was not in a hurry, but Liu E was extremely anxious. She knew full well that she was growing older, and if she missed this opportunity to ascend to the position of empress, she might never have another chance in the future.

      At just this time, Liu E’s attendant, Lady Li, received Emperor Zhenzong’s favor and bore him a son—the child who would later become Emperor Renzong of Song, Zhao Zhen. Seeing this, Liu E forcibly took Lady Li’s son and raised him as her own. This event later evolved into the famous story in Chinese storytelling and theater history known as The Crown Prince Replaced by a Cat.

      In this tale, it is said that after Lady Li gave birth, Liu E used a skinned wildcat to impersonate the crown prince, falsely accused Lady Li of giving birth to a monster, and expelled her from the palace, while the real prince was raised by Liu E herself. Of course, this is an absurd plot fabricated by novelists. In reality, Emperor Renzong was indeed born to the palace maid Lady Li. Afterwards, Liu E cared for the child as if he were her own son. It was only when Emperor Renzong grew up that he learned the truth about his parentage. In fact, Liu E and Pure Consort Yang together took on the responsibility of raising the child. At the time, they reported to Emperor Zhenzong, claiming that Virtuous Consort Liu had given birth to a son. It should be noted that Virtuous Consort Liu was already over forty by then. In today’s society, that would definitely be considered an advanced maternal age, and in that era, the hope of giving birth at such an age was exceedingly slim. Because Emperor Zhenzong was so fond of Liu E, he chose to turn a blind eye.

      In light of this, Emperor Zhenzong said to his ministers, “Didn’t you say before that Virtuous Consort Liu could not be made empress because she had no children? Now she has a son—what do you have to say? Isn’t it time to appoint her as empress?” Seeing this, the ministers thought that since Virtuous Consort Liu now had a son, she should be made empress. After all, a decision had to be made one way or another, and now that Virtuous Consort Liu had gained honor through her son, while Lady Shen still had no child, the ministers agreed to make Liu E empress. Nevertheless, there were still many who strongly opposed the decision, especially Li Di, who kept harping on Liu E’s humble origins and obscure background.

      Later, Li Di suffered extremely harsh retribution at the hands of Empress Liu—but that is a story for another time.

      Because of all this, Empress Liu’s enthronement ceremony was conducted in secret. This was completely different from previous dynasties; for example, during the reigns of Taizu and Taizong, the ceremonies to appoint an empress were always extremely grand and never conducted so furtively. This time, only a small, simple ceremony was held within the palace, after which it was announced to the public that Liu E had become empress. That year, Liu E was already forty-four years old. After so many twists and turns, she finally ascended to the throne as empress.

      After experiencing one twist and turn after another, forty-four-year-old Liu E finally fulfilled her wish of becoming empress. So, what did Liu E do for Emperor Zhenzong while she was empress? And how did these actions influence her later ability to govern from behind the curtain? At forty-four, Empress Liu remained gentle and graceful. What made her especially unique was that, unlike other empresses who were only concerned with rivalry and jealousy, treating their husbands with extreme scrutiny, she was different. This was because she had spent fifteen years devoted to reading at Zhang Qi’s residence. Just imagine, fifteen years is enough time for someone to go from primary school to university graduation, and she had persisted in her studies for that long—her knowledge reserves were practically equivalent to those of a postdoctoral scholar.

      Because of this, she was well-versed in the classics and historical records, familiar with numerous anecdotes, and often assisted the emperor in handling state affairs. She had an extraordinary memory and could remember everything she had read. When the emperor reviewed memorials in the palace, the empress would serve by his side, silently observing how he handled various matters and committing all of it to memory. She also consulted archives from the reigns of Taizu and Taizong, and was familiar with how they dealt with issues such as disaster relief and border defense, remembering all these methods well.

      Therefore, when the emperor hesitated over certain matters, she would proactively offer suggestions, drawing on a wealth of references, so that the emperor was sincerely convinced by her advice. For example, when the emperor was uncertain about a decision, she would remind him, “Your Majesty, when you encountered a similar situation before, you handled it in this way. In the edict issued in such-and-such year and month, you said so-and-so. This current situation is quite similar.” Or she would refer to how Taizu or Taizong had handled such affairs, even citing strategies used by emperors of previous dynasties. It is easy to imagine that, with such a gentle and beautiful wife who could also provide powerful assistance in state affairs, the emperor not only respected Empress Liu but relied on her even more. Especially when the emperor suffered a stroke at the age of fifty-two and was no longer able to manage government affairs, he essentially entrusted all state matters to Empress Liu. In ancient China, it was a serious taboo for imperial consorts to interfere in state affairs, so the ministers all voiced their opposition. The faction led by Kou Zhun and Li Di firmly opposed this practice, advocating that the crown prince should oversee the government and that the empress should no longer participate in state affairs. We discussed this issue in the previous lecture, didn’t we? Ding Wei, Cao Liyong, and others supported each other in this struggle, and ultimately the Kou Zhun and Li Di faction was defeated. Afterwards, the emperor issued an imperial edict, which clearly stipulated that from then on, the crown prince was to handle national affairs in the Zishan Hall, while the empress would be responsible for assisting the crown prince.

      In the year 1022, Emperor Zhenzong, at the age of fifty-four, issued a final edict before his death. The edict clearly stated that the crown prince should inherit the throne, and that the empress was to take full responsibility for managing state and military affairs, assisting the crown prince in governing. After saying these words, Emperor Zhenzong passed away. After his death, Zhao Zhen ascended the throne smoothly, becoming Emperor Renzong of Song. At that time, Emperor Renzong was only twelve or thirteen years old, so naturally, state and military affairs had to be handled by the empress. Of course, what the emperor meant by “full responsibility” was, in fact, a temporary arrangement for handling state affairs. In this way, Empress Liu became the first empress dowager in the history of the Song dynasty to rule from behind the curtain.

      According to historical records, Liu E, as empress dowager, ruled from behind the curtain for as long as eleven years. So, during this period of regency, what achievements did Empress Dowager Liu accomplish? At that time, she held a position of immense power and authority, yet unlike Wu Zetian of the Tang dynasty, she did not usurp the throne or proclaim herself emperor. What was the reason for this?

      There is no doubt that Empress Dowager Liu was a very diligent ruler. She adopted the recommendations of the new chief ministers, Wang Zeng and Lü Yijian, and implemented a series of measures beneficial to the nation’s development. She reduced the burden of corvée labor and taxes on the people, encouraged active engagement in agriculture, and promoted extensive water conservancy projects. At the same time, she corrected many of the errors that had arisen during the later years of Zhenzong’s reign. For example, she prohibited the further construction of temples and palaces, and severely punished corrupt officials. These actions by Empress Dowager Liu greatly reversed the decline of the late Zhenzong era, restoring the country to the prosperity seen in the early Xianping and Jingde periods of his reign.

      As a result, some historical records note that during Empress Dowager Liu’s regency, order was well maintained in the court and throughout the land, the principles of law and governance were upheld, and there were no major mistakes in administration, leading to very high praise for her rule. Nevertheless, it must be said that a regency by the empress dowager did not conform to the ancestral system of the Song dynasty, and was intended only as a temporary expedient, since the edict clearly stated “temporary management of state and military affairs.” As Emperor Renzong grew older—soon reaching his twenties—by convention, the empress dowager should have withdrawn the curtain and returned power to the emperor. However, she showed no intention of relinquishing her regency. As a result, rumors began to circulate among the people, suggesting that the empress dowager wished to emulate Wu Zetian of the previous dynasty and harbored ambitions of proclaiming herself emperor.

      On one occasion, the Empress Dowager went to the ancestral temple to offer sacrifices. She summoned the official in charge of the ceremony and said, “I wish to wear the emperor’s imperial robes to perform the ancestral rites. What do you think?” The official was so shocked that he didn’t know what to do. He hurriedly tried to dissuade her: “Your Majesty, if you wear the emperor’s robes to offer sacrifices at the ancestral temple, how will the historians record this event in the future? This could become a source of controversy for generations!” But the Empress Dowager replied indifferently, “Who can say what will happen hundreds or thousands of years from now? Perhaps by then, people’s thinking will be completely different from ours today. Just look at our own times—society changes, and the status of men and women is gradually becoming equal. Why shouldn’t the Empress Dowager be allowed to wear the emperor’s robes? Why can’t a woman be emperor? Look at foreign countries—don’t they have empresses too?” This shows how open-minded and far-sighted the Empress Dowager was. She continued, “You needn’t worry about what happens centuries from now.” Helpless, the master of ceremonies had no choice but to remove a few ornaments from the imperial robes, make some slight alterations, and let the Empress Dowager wear them to perform the ancestral rites. When the ministers saw this, they all felt it was a dangerous sign and worried that the Empress Dowager truly intended to claim the throne.

      On another occasion, Empress Liu asked her ministers, “What do you think of Wu Zetian of the previous dynasty?” In order to dispel any possible ambitions she might have of becoming emperor, one minister replied, “Wu Zetian was a criminal to the Tang dynasty; her actions almost endangered the stability of the realm.” After hearing this, the Empress Dowager fell silent. At that moment, a sycophant suggested to her, “Your Majesty, you could establish seven ancestral temples following the emperor’s precedent, tracing your lineage back seven generations for worship.” Upon hearing this, the Empress Dowager asked the ministers, “May I establish seven ancestral temples?” A minister immediately remonstrated, “Your Majesty, if you do so, what position will you leave for the emperor? Whom would the emperor then worship?” Hearing this, the Empress Dowager suddenly understood, realizing that she should maintain her proper role and abandon any dreams of becoming a female emperor. So when another minister later presented her with a painting entitled Empress Wu Governing the Court, the Empress Dowager was furious. She angrily threw the painting to the ground and said sternly, “How could I do something that would bring shame to my ancestors? I have always abided by my duties—as Empress Dowager only—and would never harbor reckless ambitions of becoming a female emperor!”

      Time passed, and in the second year of Emperor Renzong’s Mingdao reign, the Empress Dowager fell seriously ill, her condition worsening day by day. Emperor Renzong was anxious and distressed, searching everywhere for famous doctors and sparing no expense on precious medicines, doing everything in his power to save her life. But life and death are matters of fate; despite all of Renzong’s efforts, he was ultimately unable to keep the Empress Dowager alive, and she finally passed away.

      After the Empress Dowager passed away, Emperor Renzong began to personally preside over state affairs. Previously, he had been restrained by his mother for as long as eleven years. Now, not only was he able to govern in his own right, but he also finally learned the truth about his own origins: Empress Dowager Liu was not his biological mother—his real mother’s surname was Li. Filled with deep longing and respect for his birth mother, Renzong posthumously honored her as Empress Dowager. From that point on, Renzong truly began to wield power as the sovereign. He was the fourth emperor of the Song dynasty in Chinese history, and also a rare example of a benevolent and virtuous ruler.
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