
Empress Wu Zetian

[image: ]

A Play in Three Acts

––––––––
[image: ]


By Laurel A. Rockefeller

Adapted from the biography “Empress Wu Zetian” 

by Laurel A. Rockefeller 

––––––––
[image: ]


© 2017 by Laurel A. Rockefeller

Pinyin Romanization is used exclusively in the text of this book.  When applicable names using other Romanization systems such as Wade-Giles were converted into pinyin for consistency and accurate pronunciation of Chinese words.

Share the love of this book and the Legendary Women of World History Series by kindly reviewing this book on your blog, website, and on major retailer websites.  Your review not only offers this author your feedback for improvement of this book series, but helps other people find this book so they can enjoy it as well.  Only a few sentences and a few minutes of your time is all it takes to share the love with those who want to enjoy it too.

Table of Contents

PROLOGUE

ACT I


ACT I, SCENE I

ACT I, SCENE II

ACT I, SCENE III

ACT I, SCENE IV

ACT I, SCENE V

ACT I, SCENE VI



ACT II 


ACT II, SCENE I

ACT II, SCENE II

ACT II, SCENE III

ACT II, SCENE IV

ACT II, SCENE V

ACT II, SCENE VI

ACT II, SCENE VII



ACT III


ACT III, SCENE I

ACT III, SCENE II

ACT III, SCENE III

ACT III, SCENE IV

ACT III, SCENE V



EPILOGUE

PRODUCTION NOTES

CHARACTER DESCRIPTIONS

SCENE BREAKDOWN: CHARACTERS

SCENE BREAKDOWN: SETTINGS

ABOUT THIS SERIES

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE


[image: ]


1861 Beijing—The British Legation. Upstage we see clusters of centuries old Chinese style buildings, the signs changed over from Chinese to English. A gated fence runs across centre stage from centre left to centre right.  On the gate is a sign reading “No Chinese or dogs allowed.” HUA-LIN ENTERS downstage left and approaches the gate.  SECOND LEFTENENT ENTERS running from center right. 

SECOND LEFTENENT

(opening gate and grabbing Hua-Lin gruffly)


Miss?  Miss, where do you think you are going?



HUA-LIN

(resisting angrily)


Hands off me, barbarian! I am no coolie, no slave!  Who do you think you are grabbing me as if I were some animal?



BRITISH SOLDIERS ENTER running center right, quickly surrounded Hua-Lin and subduing her, pinning her arms behind her back.

SECOND LEFTENENT

(strutting proudly)


Barbarian? You are the barbarian! But you might make some nice sport.


(kisses Hua-Lin menacing before beginning to unbutton her dress)


No one is going to stop me.  You are only Chinese after all.  What is your life worth?



HUA-LIN


May the ravens and falcons of Abka Hehe devour your heart! 



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN

(ENTERING downstage right in front of the fence)


Why you pathetic excuse for a soldier!  You dare call yourself Englishmen!  Be gone with you and confine yourself to barracks until further notice!



SECOND LEFTENENT/BRITISH SOLDIERS

(saluting hastily)


Sir!  Yes sir!



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN

(barking angrily)


Dismissed!


(turning to Hua-Lin and re-buttoning her gown chivalrously)


I beg your pardon and forgiveness my lady!



HUA-LIN


You know who or at least what I am?



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


Only a relative of the emperor is allowed to wear that shade of yellow.



HUA-LIN


My grandmother was a daughter of the Qianlong Emperor.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


What is your name, if I may ask?



HUA-LIN


Hua-Lin.  It means flowering forest in your language.  I know it is not a proper Manchu name; my father was Chinese.  He respected Manchu culture, of course, but his spiritual path was Buddhist; the old ways of my mother’s people were unknown to him.  I was born here in Beijing, but raised in a village in protected tribal lands.  There I learned the culture and traditions of the Manchu people. My father was rarely home; he worked for the government before the Arrow War took his life.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


What a beautiful story, Hua-Lin – if I may address you as such?



HUA-LIN


After preserving my honour – yes you may.  Do you have a name as well, Captain?



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


Mann, Richard James Mann.  If your ladyship prefers, Richard is acceptable – though not to those blokes.



HUA-LIN


Where are you from?



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


Colchester; it’s an ancient town off in the southeast of England.  Perhaps not unlike Beijing itself. About eighteen hundred years ago, a great queen waged a war of independence against the forces of the Roman empire who – I suppose much like my own British Empire has in both India and now China – sought to colonize and conquer our island of Britannia.



HUA-LIN


What happened?  Was she successful?  Did she free your people?



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


No – no, she failed.  She was lured into a trap by the Roman governor Gaius Suetonius Paulinus; rather than become a trophy of war she and her daughters committed suicide.  To protect them, her people cremated their remains to deny the Romans complete victory. 



HUA-LIN


So she failed.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


Some may say.  But her legend was never forgotten.  Today we remember her as a great heroine.



HUA-LIN


Not unlike Wu Zetian.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


Who?



HUA-LIN


Empress Wu Zetian, the only woman to ever rule in her own right over the Chinese.  She declared her own dynasty – the Zhou dynasty – which of course did not work out.  But in her lifetime learning flourished, the arts flourished, and Han Chinese women regained many of their civil liberties.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN

(laughing playfully)


Sounds like quite a woman – like present company.  I would really like to hear more.



HUA-LIN

(pointing)


My home is over there.



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


On the other side of the British Legation?



HUA-LIN


Legation!  British officers now sleep in the same room where I was born!



CAPTAIN RICHARD JAMES MANN


I am only a captain, my lady.  I cannot return your home to your family.  I do not have that kind of power.  But I can take you to my humble home – if you will trust me – and from there, to your current home if you like. 


(offering her his arm)


I actually was about ready to head for home for tea.  Will you join me and tell me about this Empress Wu Zetian?



HUA-LIN

(taking his arm politely)


With pleasure.
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(LIGHTS FADE OUT)

(END OF SCENE)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ACT I:
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ACT I, SCENE I
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637 CE. Summer. Sitting room in the home of Chancellor Wu Shi-Huo. Centre stage thirteen-year-old WU ZHAO sits at a desk in a comfortable chair. Across from her at centre left sits LAOSHI who reads a book. An unlit fireplace stands slightly upstage, dividing Wu Zhao from her teacher visually. Wu Zhao practices writing the character “lǐ” 礼 meaning “propriety.” 

WU ZHAO

(dipping her pen into the ink and rolling it to a sharp tip)


Laoshi, why is propriety important for women?



LAOSHI


Propriety in speech protects the family’s honour, especially when it comes to women. Your father Chancellor Wu Shihuo wants you to fully understand all four virtues of women under the teachings of Confucius before he finds you an honourable match.



WU ZHAO


An honourable match?  Why all this focus on marriage and housekeeping skills?  I would much rather read than spin, weave, or sew!



LAOSHI

(closing his book loudly)


Your father indulges you far more than is proper!  You think even the daughters of the emperor are given such an education?  Education is for men, not women!



WU ZHAO


And yet you accepted my father’s commission to teach me.  Interesting is it not?



LAOSHI


Wealthy men like your father can afford eccentricities like this.  He pays me well.”



WU ZHAO


Ah!  But will he still pay you upon learning you are too prejudiced to do your duty?



LAOSHI

(rising and crossing over to her angrily)


Duty? It is your duty to write “li” until I tell you to stop.  How many times have you written it just now?



WU ZHAO

(counting)


Yi, er, san, si, wu, liu, qiu, ba, jiu.  Nine!



LAOSHI


Keep writing until you have written it thirty times.



WU ZHAO

(resumes writing)


Shi, laoshi!
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(END OF SCENE)
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ACT I, SCENE II
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638 CE. Winter. Sitting room in the home of Chancellor Wu Shi-Huo. CHANCELLOR WU sits near a lit fireplace at centre stage. WU ZHAO ENTERS STAGE RIGHT and crosses to sit at the feet of Chancellor Wu.

WU ZHAO


You asked to see me, Baba?



CHANCELLOR WU

(laying his hands on his daughter’s head)


Yes, baobei.



WU ZHAO


What is it, Father?



CHANCELLOR WU


I have both good news and bad news for you at the same time.  Come spring, you will be leaving here for Chang An.



WU ZHAO


The imperial capital city?



CHANCELLOR WU


Yes.


WU ZHAO


Why?



CHANCELLOR WU


You know why I think.  Of all my sons and daughters, you are the brightest, the most learned.  Your sisters are more than happy to sit with a needle; you are ever restless if any dares put needle, spindle, or loom anywhere near you!



WU ZHAO


You’ve made a match for me, haven’t you?



CHANCELLOR WU


I have.



WU ZHAO


Who?



CHANCELLOR WU


Emperor Taizong.  You are to be one of his cai ren, a low-ranking concubine.  Forgive me, it was the best I could do.  When my peers learned of your ... peculiar habits, I am afraid none of them wanted you for their sons.



WU ZHAO

(proudly)


Any man who cannot handle a woman of intelligence and education is not worth my time – let alone my body!



CHANCELLOR WU


My daughter, do you know how disrespectful that sounds?



WU ZHAO


Disrespectful to whom?  A long dead politician whose only interest was power?  Why do we care about these books, these Analects anyway?  It’s pure propaganda!  Sexist propaganda no less!  We call the peoples north of the Great Wall savages, but how can this be so?  They have women leading them – secular and religious women – and pray to goddesses and gods both!  Maybe we Han are the savages and the northern peoples are the civilized ones!



CHANCELLOR WU


That is treason, Zhao!



WU ZHAO


And impropriety because I am a young woman!”



CHANCELLOR WU


Yes. Which is why it is best you serve the emperor as cai ren.  Surely you cannot make any trouble among the multitudes of women belonging to him.



WU ZHAO

(smirking)


Don’t bet on it!



CHANCELLOR WU

(rising and offering his hand to Wu Zhao to help her rise as well)


Well at least as cai ren you are unlikely to ever see the emperor or come to his bed.  That should limit your mischief.



CHANCELLOR WU EXITS stage right.

WU ZHAO


We shall see!
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(BLACKOUT)

(END OF SCENE)
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