
	

 
The Story of China 
 
 Background Essays about some of China’s historical emperors and empresses  
 
Emperor Wudi of Han  
Han Emperor Wudi reigned from 140 BC to 87 BC. During his 54-year rule, the Han 
dynasty grew in strength and size. He expanded far into the steppes of western Asia, 
Korea, and Vietnam. His policies trade policies helped establish the Silk Roads. He 
consolidated and centralized power as the Son of Heaven justified by the Mandate of 
Heaven. Wudi granted Confucian scholars significant power, establishing Confucianism 
as the state ideology.  Under Emperor Han Wudi, an imperial academy was set up to 
train officials in the Confucian Classics. The prestige of government posts rose, and in 
order to become government officials, men strove to display their learning and 
Confucian virtue. 
 
Emperor Yang of Sui  
Emperor Yang ruled the Sui dynasty from 604-618. During his reign, he oversaw the 
completion of the Grand Canal and reconstructed the Great Wall. Both projects, while 
grand in scale, had significant human costs. Yang aggressively sought to expand the 
empire, launching disastrous invasions of kingdoms in modern-day Korea and Vietnam. 
His conscription of soldiers, extravagant lifestyle, and massive construction projects left 
the Sui empire bankrupt and a population on the brink of revolt. In a 618, conspirators 
launched a coup that resulted in his death and the end of the short-lived Sui dynasty. 
 
Empress Wu Zetian of Tang  
Empress Wu was the only woman in Chinese history who took the title emperor. The 
daughter of a former timber trader, she became a palace maid when she was fourteen, 
and then became a concubine of Emperor Gaozong. Politically capable and ruthless, 
she had herself installed as Gaozong's empress. After Gaozong became ill in 660, she 
took charge of the empire herself. After his death, she deposed her two sons and in 690 
proclaimed herself emperor of a new dynasty. She improved the examination system, 
and promoted economic growth. She circulated texts that predicted the reincarnation of 
the Buddha Maitreya as a woman, under whom the world would be free of all troubles. 
She sponsored large-scale Buddhist projects, including temples, and an enormous 
statue at the Longmen Grottoes which is said to bear a likeness of her own face. She 
was finally deposed in 705, when she was over eighty, and buried at the Tang imperial 
tomb site at Qianling, near Xi'an. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 
Empress Dowager Cixi  
Empress Dowager Cixi dominated the Qing court from 1861 until her death in 1908. 
Born into a family of Manchu government officials, aged sixteen Cixi became a low-
ranking concubine. She had a son, the first - and only - male heir to the Qing throne. 
She was intent on preserving Manchu power, and played one faction off against 
another. She stopped young Emperor Guangxu’s modernization efforts in 1898, and 
had him imprisoned on an island in the imperial park. In 1900, she backed the Boxer 
Rebellion, and China was forced to accept of humiliating terms after the foreign troops 
intervened.  
 
Cixi was ruthless - responsible for more than a dozen political killings. A lover of dogs, 
flowers, Chinese opera, and cigarettes, and she was interested in every sort of 
newfangled gadget - had electricity installed in the Forbidden City, and a cinema.  
In the last years of her life, she implemented many of the reforms she had earlier 
reversed. But resentment against the Manchu Qing dynasty was so great that it was 
swept away within three years of her death.   
 
 


