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About the Book

From 1861 to 1908 a woman, the Empress Dowager Tz’u-hsi, born the daughter of a minor mandarin, held the supreme power in China. Opportunistic, ruthless, malicious, she ruled over four hundred million people. Marina Warner’s biography lays bare her complex personality: her extreme conventionalism; her hatred of “foreigners”; her passion for power and intrigue; her vanity and her delight in ritual; her extravagance and corruption and her love of gardens, painting and the theatre. THE DRAGON EMPRESS also portrays a China in rapid decline as poverty, civil war and foreign exploitation and invasion brought about the fall of the Ch’ing dynasty.


About the Author

Marina Warner is a novelist, historian and critic. Her fiction includes Indigo, The Lost Father (shortlisted for the Booker Prize and winner of a Commonwealth Writers’ Prize), a collection of stories, Mermaids in the Basement and The Leto Bundle; among her acclaimed works on myth, symbolism and fairy tale are Alone of All Her Sex, Joan of Arc, Monuments and Maidens (winner of the Fawcett Prize), From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers and, most recently, No Go the Bogeyman: Scaring, Lulling and Making Mock. She has edited a collection of French fairy stories, Wonder Tales, and in 1994 she gave the Reith Lectures on BBC Radio, Managing Monsters: Six Myths of our Times.

Marina Warner is currently a Visiting Fellow Commoner at Trinity College, Cambridge.
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‘Marina Warner, a very bright young journalist, has done some painstaking research to illustrate the whole period afresh with a spirited narrative, every line bristling with brilliant detail about the Manchu court and about the European bigwigs who, with Chinese reformers and revolutionaries hardly allied to them, finally overturned the Ch’ing Dynasty. Miss Warner has boundless curiosity and prevails on experts to provide material largely from contemporary Chinese sources, in the form of transcripts and paraphrases … this is a lively, colourful and delightfully fair piece of historical biography’

Hugh Porteus, Observer

‘Miss Warner’s biography does not try to engage our sympathies on its subject’s behalf and is all the better for that. Tz’u-hsi ruled over four hundred million people for forty-seven years, from 1861 to 1908, growing her fingernails six inches long and surrounding herself with a court of eunuchs – so unlike our own dear Queen Victoria. She started as a humble concubine of the fifth class in the harem of the Emperor Hsien-feng, but never really looked back from the moment the Chief Eunuch carried her into the Emperor’s bedroom in a scarlet rug. The picture of court life is endlessly fascinating. Goodness knows whether Miss Warner has got all her facts right, but even if only half of them are correct, I still find myself gasping at her wit, her industry and her command of beautiful, plain English’

Auberon Waugh,
Harper & Queen

‘This astonishing young author has put together a fresh and fascinating account that reveals China’s last imperial reign as surely the most absurd government ever to have charge of a major nation. I read every word’

Barbara W Tuchman
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NOTE ON REREADING
THE DRAGON EMPRESS, 1993

In an old snapshot one looks so much fatter or so much thinner than one ever remembers being; and how hard it is to own up at a distance to those clothes, to that hairstyle, to that look. Were thighs really shrink-wrapped like that? Was pink-and-white gingham with broderie anglaise trimmings really it in those days?

The Dragon Empress wasn’t the first book I wrote, but the first I had published, because the subject – a wicked woman in power – was of interest to many people, and it was the era of plenty (the early Seventies) when books were richly illustrated and sold internationally in ‘co-editions’. I had been writing poetry and a novel, but these were somehow not so saleable. Tz’u-hsi drew me then for personal reasons, and some of these have now faded and indeed embarrass me. My interest in the culture of China still stands, but I am no longer looking, as I was then, for models of female authority. In that, I was in step with the feminism of the times. Heroines and leaders, rulers and fighters, regardless of intrinsic merit or ability – let alone virtue – were the necessary opponents of history as it was taught. An entry for ‘Women’ in the index of standard studies of different periods would normally lead the reader to a paragraph on ‘droit de seigneur’ or death in child-birth.

The postwar generation, following the lead of American reformers, wanted to challenge this peripheral condition. Although Simone de Beauvoir was an inspiration, her deep pessimism did not offer the promise that others held out – the French were content to describe matters as they are, but the Americans and the Australians (Germaine Greer), true to the principles of undefeated democratic individualism, wanted to describe them how they might be in order to bring about change. My excursion into China took place in this climate, looking for other ways of being, other types of situation. Following the philosophes of the eighteenth century (whom I had studied) who had found in Confucian despotism an ideal rule of enlightenment, I turned East, and attempted a variety of feminist Chinoiserie.

The events of the Seventies and, especially, the Eighties, revealed that women in power are not identical with women’s interests. Although Margaret Thatcher was certainly not solely responsible for disillusion with the idea of female rule, writers on women’s history no longer examined the lives of queens with enthusiasm. The best analyses concentrated on the reasons for women’s subordination: on victims, not heroines. Or rather, heroic victims, like the mystical self-starving saints of the middle ages or the artists and poets – Artemisia Gentileschi and Sylvia Plath. This era has not yet passed; Linda Colley is one of the few brilliant historians who is still openly interested in élite women, their influence and political power.

The most recent biography of Tz’u-hsi, Dragon Lady by Sterling Seagrave (1992), takes a revisionist line: his empress is a nice, dull old thing who knows nothing of scheming or struggles or poison or coups de main. Her nefarious legend arose in the teahouses of Peking and the gossip of amahs and eunuchs, and was peddled by charlatans like Sir Edmund Backhouse and unscrupulous swashbuckling gentlemen of the press like The Times correspondent Morrison of Peking. Seagrave’s Tz’u-hsi is a victim of orientalist storytelling, which concocted a vicious Eastern female potentate – a Chinese Cruella de Vil – to meet its hearers’ fantasies.

Yet Chinese who were brought up on stories of Tz’u-hsi’s wickedness hardly believe in the same wily Oriental bogey as westerners, though the culture of wicked stepmothers and wanton tyrants (the Empress Wu, Madame Mao) seems held in common. And Backhouse, prodigious fraud that he was, was nonetheless reporting surmise and adapting tales he heard in Peking at the time – so the image of Tz’u-hsi cannot be altogether pinned on Westerners’ prejudice. The case hangs, for until a Sinologist works on new documents, the Empress Dowager will remain screened from historical view – in the same way as she ruled in life from behind a yellow curtain.

In 1991, a Chinese film, Raise the Red Lantern, was released in the West. Made by Zhang Yimou, who began directing during the thaw before the Tien An Men catastrophe, and has since fallen foul of the present government, this quiet, intense and beautiful film followed the fortunes of a young student who is inducted into a nobleman’s palace as his Fourth Wife; the red lanterns of the title are raised by servants outside the apartment of the woman he chooses to be his partner that night. The ritual stirs up profound anxiety in each of the wives and sets them viciously against one another. Loneliness, suffocation, intrigue and emptiness are the terms of a sentence in the Confucian ménage, and in the end the heroine hangs herself. Zhang Yimou set the action in the Twenties, after the fall of the Ch’ing, in the period of the warlords, but the film may have been banned because it contains an implicit attack on all tyranny.

The high crimson-purple walls of the palace where the wives are imprisoned, its innards of individual cells and reptilian tiled roofs and tight courtyards, convey a much larger social allegory about enclosing systems which stifle thought and excite violence. The ritual with the red lanterns was never practised in a Chinese polygamous household, but it provides a vivid and frightening image of the arbitrariness of power.

Tz’u-hsi was one who survived the red lantern: she would have found her way about that household without much difficulty.

Marina Warner, 1993


FOREWORD

When Marco Polo was in prison in Genoa, the rumour soon spread that a Venetian captive was telling the most marvellous tales, so marvellous that people suspected he might be romancing. As a child, I felt the same about China: the ancient civilisation of the Far East existed for me as some kingdom of fantasy, so civilised and refined did it appear, with its language written in symbols, its immeasurable antiquity, its scholar-poets writing with brushes to wise rulers from pavilions wreathed in clouds. I collected Chinese objects, from the first Chinese shops opening in postwar London (reproductions of horses prancing and rolling, a pair of chopsticks, a tasselled lantern). My favourite image, hung above my bed, was of the princess who flew away to the moon when she was threatened by a demon king. He was her husband, the Archer God, and she had stolen from him the plant of immortal life; hence his fulminations and furious red face. In her flight, her long ribbons and the sash of her robes streamed and spiralled around her. For a long time, China seemed to me the kind of place where such an escape was a possibility.

In Paris, in 1964, I made friends with Irene Andreae, the first Chinese I had ever met. She was doing a thesis at the Sorbonne on a Jesuit missionary at the Ming court, and she continued my fascination with the country where she was born by telling me many more stories, and by disentangling legend from history. It was from her that I heard about Tz’u-hsi, the power behind the Throne at the end of imperial China, and the struggle of the many millions of Chinese then and now. I was going up to Oxford, and I considered reading Chinese but was afraid that the difficulty of the language might defeat me. After Oxford, I applied for a scholarship to America to study Chinese, but not surprisingly I was turned down. I stayed a Sinophile, but an outsider, and wrote this book without an insider’s skills. I travelled to the Far East to research it, and saw streets in Macao where the coffin makers work in a Confucian spirit on splendid caskets still offered, with gorgeous grave-clothes, by properly filial children to their parents. I visited the spoils from the Imperial City Chiang Kai-shek took with him when he fled to Taiwan in 1949. The nearest I came to Tz’u-hsi herself was when I met a teacher of Mandarin at the Chinese university of Hong Kong. She had been married when she was young to the brother of the last emperor of China, Tz’u-hsi’s deathbed nominee, and had been repudiated by him at the orders of the Japanese who wished to ally him instead with a Japanese princess and beget an heir to their puppet state of Manchukuo. The world of the Chinese emperors, so remote in custom and magnificence, is not so distant from our own: the last inmates of the Forbidden City were expelled in 1924, when the world of Ulysses, rapid communications, and Mussolini was already here.

In 1975, I went to China for the first time, to Peking, where Tz’u-hsi lived most of her life, and I saw her apartments in the palace. Confucianism was under ferocious attack, and in the Forbidden City we were shown a conspicuous example of its folly: a gold stupa encrusted with gems so huge it looked like a piece of a mountain. The Ch’ien-lung emperor had had it made as a reliquary for his mother’s hair. The time during which Tz’u-hsi dominated the affairs of state was described in the historical museum in Yenan, where we travelled after, as a period of ‘semi-colonial semi-feudalism’.

Seeing Mao’s China (he was then still alive) made me realise that a country’s history does not fall into neat chapters, as history writers make it appear to do, and that there was a much greater continuity between the nineteenth century past and the intractable problems of the twentieth century. Oddly, I would not have written this book, if I had learned what going to China taught me, that the implications of Tz’u-hsi, who epitomises an era and its government, did not end when the world she had known was overturned, as I, like a teller of tales, thought that it had. Also, when I was researching the book, Hugh Trevor-Roper had not been given at Basel airport Sir Edmund Backhouse’s autobiography, which he then described in A Hidden Life (1976). Backhouse’s phantasmagoria about the love affairs of the Empress cast doubt, retrospectively, on his veracity as her principal biographer, with J. O. P. Bland, in China Under the Empress Dowager, a crucial source until Trevor-Roper’s revelations. Backhouse crystallised the rhetoric of oriental despotism in translation, with phrases like ‘In token of our leniency … (so and so) is hereby permitted to commit suicide…’ In conversation with me, Hugh Trevor-Roper also called into question the two volumes of memoirs by the Princess Te-Ling. Were they ghosted, or forged? How much, if anything, did Backhouse fabricate in his much more substantial book? At this stage, it is hard to disentagle. When Marco Polo’s stories of China began circulating, people did not believe what they heard was true; but on verification by later historians and archaeologists, Marco Polo has largely been vindicated. The thirteenth century was a more sceptical age than ours, contrary to what one might expect; we live in credulous times, when the irrational and the mythic have gained acknowledgement as fundamental forces over our lives. Tz’u-hsi, the monstrous and powerful empress of so many millions is perhaps a bit of ‘une fable convenue’, as Voltaire said of history itself, since the chief sources reporting her statements and her character may have found in her the realisation of their own fantasies. If I were writing this book now, I would enquire further into other ‘wicked ladies’ in Chinese history – the Empress Wu, Chiang Ching – and try and understand how Tz’u-hsi was perceived within a tradition of termagants.

Tz’u-hsi’s fabulous presence moved through times of great consequence, and it was this tragic crisis, reverberating through a civilisation I deeply admire, that I tried to catch in this book over a decade ago.

1984


Chapter One

THE MINOR MANCHU’S DAUGHTER

WALLS WITHIN WALLS within walls not only encircled the Middle Kingdom, but contained each city, and within each city each quarter, and within each quarter each palace and each mansion. The snaking fortifications of the Great Wall guarded the Kingdom from the northern invader; forty-foot-high and fifty-foot-thick walls encompassed Peking’s Inner, or Tartar, City and in turn enclosed the high, blind, purple-stained walls of the Imperial City at whose hidden heart lay the Forbidden City itself, where the Son of Heaven, the emperor of China, was secluded. From this embattled cell, Tz’u-hsi, the daughter of a minor Manchu mandarin, ruled China for nearly fifty years.

Tz’u-hsi was born Lan Kuei (Little Orchid) in 1835, on the tenth day of the tenth moon, which fell that year on 29 November. China was Chung Kuo, the Middle Kingdom, and at its centre at that time was the Tao-kuang (Glory of Right Principle) Emperor, of the Ch’ing, or Manchu dynasty, who had inherited the empire from his father, the Ch’ia-ch’ing (High Felicity) Emperor, when the latter expired struck by lightning in 1821. But China’s glory was on the turn, and from 1835 onwards Tz’u-hsi’s fortunes grew as her country’s perished. That year China was still at its greatest extent, ringed like Saturn by countries eager and accustomed to pledge their dependence on the Son of Heaven and bring him the tribute of vassals: Annam, Laos, Siam, Burma to the south; Nepal to the west; Korea, the Ryukyu Islands and Sulu guarding the long, exposed ocean front to the east and south-east; and the Mongol, Manchurian and Turkestan tribes to the north and north-west. All acknowledged China suzerain by the last half of the eighteenth century; all were to be lost by the beginning of the twentieth, as the Chinese empire, with Tz’u-hsi as ruler, cracked like thin ice at contact with not only Western firepower, but also, more fatally, with Western commercial, industrial and economic ethics and above all individual instincts of competition, which could not be absorbed into the Confucian framework. But when Tz’u-hsi was born, not a fume of all this clouded Chinese eyes. The Eastern giant seemed invulnerable, self-sufficient, long sovereign of all within its experience, not by might but by the right of culture, brilliantly and civilly administered by principles developed for itself and by itself.

The capital of the Celestial Empire, Peking, rose among groves of white pines in a level plain, less than a hundred miles south of the Great Wall, against grassy banks of hills that climb in waves to the north and to the west, in whose fertile and misty hollows nestled temples and palaces: the fabled Yuan Ming Yuan (the ‘Round Bright Garden’) with its lakes and pagodas, the loveliest of the many summer palaces of the emperors and their families. On one of the clear bright days of the Peking climate when the sand storms from the Gobi desert were for once stilled, these palaces could sometimes be glimpsed, but from the approaches to Peking itself only the topmost brilliant yellow glazed eaves of the massive gatehouses of the Tartar City scaled the height of the City walls, and above them the peak of Prospect Hill, and above all the bizarre bulb of the White Dagoba. No towers otherwise pierced the horizon, for out of respect for the emperor, and for the feng shui, the spirits of wind and water, nothing was built higher than his dwelling place.

When travellers first entered Peking through the south gate of the Outer or Chinese City, the raised causeway was flanked by woods filled with gloomy crows cawing, and ‘muddy, swampy land, untilled and bare, over which wander[ed] a few thin sheep, plucking at the scanty tufts of rank grass’.1 The vast grounds of the Temple of Heaven – 640 acres – and of the Temple of Agriculture – 320 acres – stretched out on either side. Only at the foot of the Ch’ien Men, the central gate of the Tartar City, did the throng and bustle begin. The sixty-foot-broad street, central artery of Peking’s chequerboard layout, preserved since Kubla Khan founded the city of Khanbalic on the same site in 1267, then led on straight to the Wu Men (The Gate of the Zenith) of the Imperial City. All along it mat-shed booths and shops huddled three rows deep; flags announcing their wares streamed in a typical Peking breeze; beggars in organized gangs buttonholed passers-by; rope dancers twirled and spun; clairvoyants sold almanacs of lucky days, and told fortunes with a throw of the I Ching; pedlars shuffled past carrying yoked paniers of sweets and needles and tea and toys and rice cakes and paper patterns and doughnuts and fans, each with his own drum or pipe or whistle so that the Chinese woman, whom it hurt to hobble on bound feet, could distinguish him from behind her walls and send out for his goods. Nightsoil merchants collected manure – human and animal – parsimoniously in jars and carried it off to the country; craftsmen mended porcelain with rivets; chiropodists and barbers, puppetteers and story-tellers, scribes and quacks jostled and crowded; acrobats and jugglers performed, sometimes with bears and monkeys, or gave a legend or an old tale in fanciful masks and every variety of wig and costume. Smells of roasting meats and game, of ginseng and soy, of garlic and tobacco hung in the streets as the travellers’ coolies drew them on. Peking carts – wheelbarrows drawn by one man or more – tangled with each other; donkeys and mules staggered by under mountainous loads; sly-eyed camels from Mongolia swayed past. When a mandarin was passing, his attendants cleared the way with flicks of their bamboo rods, laying about them quite unceremoniously; the number of his retinue and outriders, the colour of his cart (green for a mandarin of the first and second ranks; blue for the third and fourth), the button in his round cap and the p’u tzu, the embroidered plaque on his breast,2 all proclaimed his standing. Higher officials, ministers and princes rode in sedans, while imperial yellow was reserved for the Son of Heaven and his retainers alone.

The teeming crowd was ragged and rundown, squalid and diseased. Even the officials’ resplendent robes were soiled; the city guards, who patrolled the streets at night with a large rattle and a lantern after the city gates were closed, were in tatters; men picked lice out of their hair, and even ‘the highest officers of state made no hesitation of calling their attendants in public to seek in their necks for those troublesome animals, which, when caught, they very composedly put between their teeth’.3 The streets were muddy, dirty, watered for sewage day and night, and often flooded in heavy rain; the houses were dilapidated, and even the grandest presented slovenly walls to the outside world, reserving their enchanted gardens and arbours for the eyes of their inmates only. From Prospect Hill, an artificial mound built to obstruct the descent of the noxious and unpropitious spirits of the north on to the Forbidden City, this secret, tranquil, elegant Peking was revealed. For from above, Peking looked like a magic forest, filled with flowering trees and exotic shrubs, more wooded than the countryside itself, and showing through the foliage the gleaming old gold of the imperial yellow tiles of the Forbidden City, the bright enamels of the temple roofs, gatehouses and palaces, and the vivid explosion of scarlet and emerald and azure of Chinese architecture’s open pavilions and ornate upturned eaves.

In this capital city Tz’u-hsi played as a child. It is not known when she first arrived in Peking, for some writers say she was only three, others – and this seems more convincing – that she was adolescent when she came to live there, with her mother, her two brothers and her sister, in a kinsman’s house in Pewter Lane, Hsi-la-hu-tung, a side street in the Tartar City to the east near the canal, which ran parallel to the Imperial City’s high and purple walls. Her father Hui-cheng, a Manchu of the Yehe Nara clan, enrolled in the Bordered Blue Banner, was an official of some mediocrity, for even the later elevation of his daughter to the highest power in the empire failed to pluck his career from obscurity. For two years after Tz’u-hsi was born he worked as a clerk, a junior mandarin in the Board of Civil Appointments in Peking, which supervised China’s bureaucracy. His first provincial post was at Luhan in Shansi to the west of the capital and later, during Tz’u-hsi’s girlhood, he was transferred to Anhwei, where he rose to the authoritative position of taotai or intendant of the Southern Anhwei circuit.4 Because Tz’u-hsi always hated the harsh northern winters of Peking, because memories of the atmosphere of the seething nature-loving south flavoured her later outlook, it seems unlikely that she left Anhwei when she was three, but that she learned to love Wuhu where her family lived, built on the Yangstze, the river whose mighty drive through China carves out the Yangstze gorges, shaggy crags and pinnacles luxuriant with ferns and grasses, and then descends into a bright, broad, richly-watered swathe of viridian, fertile ground for mosquito and rice, until it meets the China seas at Shanghai. There at Wuhu Tz’u-hsi grew up, in ‘summers of a still, damp heat, not a sign of movement in the air for weeks together, and a temperature of 90 degrees at midnight’.5 Servants stood watch over their masters at night and fanned them.

The Imperial Clan

[image: image]

The Family of Tz’u-hsi

[image: image]

Tz’u-hsi’s family were not rich; in China, that probably means her father was honest. The court later gossiped that on the way to Peking as a girl, Tz’u-hsi, mistakenly delivered a paltry sum – three hundred taels – from the local magistrate, pocketed it as heaven-sent, and rewarded the magistrate later with a viceroyalty. The story is folklore, such as usually clings to rulers of fairly obscure origin, but nevertheless, childhood poverty may well account for the rapacity with which Tz’u-hsi set about acquiring and accumulating later on in life.

Although the sacredness of the family in Confucian society led to joint ownership of property and to united action in the family’s interests, often making a clan a formidable power block, the Yehe Nara had not consolidated their influence since the time when, two hundred and fifty years before, a girl of their blood married Nurhaci, founder of the ruling Ch’ing or Manchu dynasty. But after Tz’u-hsi’s arrival at court and rise to power, she concentrated titles, wealth and power on her immediate relations, manipulated the succession to create her sister’s son emperor, and so contrived the eclipse of the direct imperial Aisin Gioro line by the Yehe Nara. But she confessed: ‘I was not a bit happy with my parents. I was not the favourite. My sisters had everything they wanted, while I was, to a great extent, ignored.’6

As a young girl, Tz’u-hsi had long eyes, a broad forehead and a firm, rounded chin which was to develop later into quite a jowl. But these heavy features were enlivened by an alert and vivacious expression and a smile that flashed across her face with winning suddenness. Her anger was, however, as swift, and wilfulness, such as she always displayed when in power, is a characteristic that usually develops early: she was probably a headstrong and capricious adolescent. She was only five foot high, with delicate well-shaped hands and nails that she grew four inches long on her third and little finger, as the snobbery of otium demanded. They were shielded with jade or filigree nail-protectors – and someone who once clasped her hand remarked it was like clutching a handful of pencils. Her silky, full and raven hair was never cut, and her scalp was massaged with scented oils and pomades. Like all Manchu girls she was gaudy, her face whitened to a death mask pallor, her cheeks rouged into two spots of high colour, her bottom lip painted in a scarlet tear-drop to resemble a cherry. Sometimes she added blush to her eyelids, and outlined the eye with kohl. The white lead used in Chinese makeup was poisonous: an American lady doctor, consulted by a Manchu girl who complained of semi-paralysis of the face, prescribed less powder and paint and the girl recovered. Tz’u-hsi herself once remarked enviously on the whiteness of European complexions, for her own was very sallow. But she added that their hairiness – Oriental women have no down, and the men hardly any beard – was repellent. Nevertheless she had a clear opinion of herself: ‘A lot of people were jealous of me, because I was considered to be a beautiful woman at that time.’7

But the standard of beauty was not very high. As in Europe at an earlier date, disfiguring diseases like smallpox and goitre were rife, and medicine was primitive. Those who survived without a ‘visit of the celestial flowers’, as smallpox was propitiatingly called, were very few: Tz’u-hsi was one. A young Englishman commented: ‘All Chinamen and Manchus of rank seem to have a “monstrosity” of some sort: either a fearful goitre; or one side of the face totally different from the other; or a strange squint or four or five teeth run together in one piece, like a bone; or a big dinge in the forehead…. In those days everyone was deeply pockmarked…. Ch’ung-lun (an official at the Board of Foreign Affairs) did me the honour to wet his finger and rub my cheeks to see if I was painted.’8

A poem survives which celebrates Tz’u-hsi’s beauty, but it was written by a flatterer who never saw her. Custom forbade writings about the emperor and his entourage; also, descriptions of beauty rarely conjure a face precisely. The only legendary beauty who can be disentangled from the host of femmes fatales of the Chinese emperors’ court was the famous Fragrant Pearl of the T’ang dynasty, who, having been nourished on rose-petals and scented herbs and precious essences as a child, exhaled heavenly aromas as she moved.

As in all civilizations which require that women of quality should be wives, mothers and beauties only, toilette was a major pre-occupation, and Tz’u-hsi from puberty onwards imbibed, consumed, rubbed on and massaged in every form of charlatan or authentic recipe to keep herself young and beautiful. Above her mask-like visage her hair was gathered up from the nape into an enormous, weighty decoration of jewels, shaped like flowers and insects, which fanned out on either side and hung down with tassels of pearl. The heavy headdress flattered her oriental features, accentuating the highness of the cheekbones and the fragility of the neck until a Manchu girl looked like a spring tree bowed with blossom.

The Manchu costume, the same for men and for women, was loose and fastened at the side, worn over a tunic and pantaloons. It was embroidered with flowers and animals, fantastic emblems and symbolic beasts, studded and threaded with as many precious stones and pearls and as much gold as its owner could buy, and designed in the most lively and triumphant contrasts of colour. The Manchu shoes, hung with strings of pearl and encrusted with stones – for women, for the men wore thick-soled, fur-lined boots – were raised on a high central wedge like a streamlined clog, making Tz’u-hsi five foot six altogether.

Women rarely received any education at all, and indeed one court lady described later how she had taught herself: ‘My mother was opposed to having her daughters learn to read, but like most wealthy families, she had old men come into the palace to read stories or recite poetry for our entertainment. I not infrequently followed the old men out, bought the books from which they read, and then bribed some of the eunuchs to teach me to read them.’9 But Tz’u-hsi’s father Hui-cheng was not an anachronistic progressive, nor did he have the money to employ literate servants or the pedigree to entitle him to eunuchs, and therefore the education that Tz’u-hsi had undoubtedly acquired by the age of sixteen was the fruit of her own resourcefulness and diligence. Immured in the boredom and decorum of a young girl’s life, she must have pestered any literati with whom she came into contact with the almost tiresomely childlike and irrepressible curiosity she displayed throughout her life, until she had mastered, without formal tuition, the rudiments of reading and writing – no mean feat in a country where women, even of the noblest birth, were usually illiterate, and therefore a significant reflection on Tz’u-hsi’s industry and dedication.

When Tz’u-hsi was eighteen, her father was cashiered for deserting his post before the onslaught of the Taiping rebellion. From then on he vanishes, and the date of his death, in a country dedicated to filial piety and to the worship of fathers after death, is not even recorded into the copious court annals.10 As a daughter Tz’u-hsi could not perform the Confucian ceremonies at his grave, and as a woman she adopted her husband’s family as her own when she married. Naturally Tz’u-hsi was only too ready to exchange her insignificant father for the august lineage of the Ch’ing emperors, and only too happy to forget him when she rose at court. From her point of view, Hui-cheng’s only importance was that he was a Manchu and a Bannerman. For, ever since a statute of 1661, young Manchu girls were eligible for service in the Forbidden City either as maidservants or, more vitally, as concubines for the emperor. When therefore the Tao-Kuang Emperor died in 1851 and his young son Hsien-feng succeeded, the Captain of the Bordered Blue Banner sent the names of Hui-cheng’s daughters to the Chief Eunuch at the Forbidden City, that they might be summoned to the Son of Heaven’s side.

For Tz’u-hsi and her father belonged to the ruling race: in 1644 the hordes of Manchu cavalry and infantry swept from Manchuria into Peking. They were divided (then, and in Tz’u-hsi’s day) into eight military companies or Banners, Bordered and Plain, White, Yellow, Red and Blue. The last Ming emperor, ‘his left foot bare’, fled his palace in Peking and hanged himself from a tree overlooking the Forbidden City’s golden tiled roofs. Although the Bordered Blue was one of the ‘inferior’ banners, it nevertheless gave Tz’u-hsi, the daughter of a Manchu Bannerman, access to the court and its exclusively Manchu harem.

The new dynasty in 1644 assumed the supreme power over its Manchu ‘slaves’ and its Chinese ‘subjects’, by taking over the existing bureaucracy, the traditions and ethics of the Ming whom it had deposed, and by appointing the Chinese who came over to its side (many of whom it enrolled as Chinese Bannermen) to the important posts of the empire. Although until the end of the seventeenth century the change of dynasty was marked by bloodshed and struggle, Han Chinese11 of all classes – gentry, literati and peasants – accepted the Ch’ing with that practical fatalism that Confucius’s inspiration and hero, the Duke of Chou, formulated when his Chou empire ousted the Shang-Yin in the twelfth century BC: the philosophy that a dynasty ruled by the Mandate of Heaven, and that when rebellion and natural disasters, floods and famine plagued a country, as they had during the declining years of the Ming, they signalled the exhaustion of Heaven’s will that the dynasty should continue to rule. If another leader or another dynasty then arose and brought harmony and relief to the people, the Mandate of Heaven had been transferred and the country could accept him calmly and even joyfully as its ruler.

But by their own designs the Manchus were always to remain foreigners. Even their language, which they made all Chinese officials learn, conducting all the business of government bilingually, was not even related to Chinese, but belonged to the mysterious Ural-Altaic group, which includes Finnish and Hungarian, and it was written in adapted Mongol script. Just as they adopted Chinese traditions to govern China so they could have been assimilated if they had wished. But they chose instead to practise a form of racialism, to accentuate the differences and give them ballast in legislation and privileges. Intermarriage was in theory forbidden to the emperor, for the succession had to be pure. Tz’u-hsi, as a Manchu girl, therefore had an entrée to the harem. However, the emperor and other Manchus and Mongols sometimes took unofficial Chinese concubines. Manchu princes and nobles who were directly descended from the original victorious generals formed a privileged élite in a country otherwise devoted to egalitarianism and equal opportunity for all. Living off stipends from the Imperial Treasury and revenue from lands allotted to them, the Manchu princes and nobles inherited prerogatives without responsibility and enjoyed leisured days, removed by caste from the necessity to toil. The Bannermen, descendants of the soldiers who had fought under the princes, were also segregated by privilege from the mass of the Chinese people: at the conquest, Chinese land had been confiscated on their behalf, and in Tz’u-hsi’s day they still lived off incomes – pittances, but nevertheless unearned – from the land granted them by the government. No Manchu of whatever class could take up a trade or become a merchant, for such despised activities were beneath even the meanest of them. Their military careers were secure and hereditary, as from birth they were enrolled in the standing Banner army; and their progress through the mandarinate was assisted, for they were entitled to pass directly to the second qualifying stage of the traditional examinations that controlled all official appointments, and there was a special examination in Manchu for them. The bilingual bureaucracy ensured their privilege: Manchu scribes and translators were obviously in great demand.

In a population of four hundred million there were only five million Manchus, but they were represented in the civil service in a far greater proportion. During the Ch’ing dynasty, from 1644 to 1912, including the fifty years Tz’u-hsi was in power, the office of viceroy of a province (an immensely powerful appointment, as each of China’s eighteen provinces was almost autonomous) was held by an equal number of Manchus and Chinese. Of the governors, who in some provinces were subordinate to viceroys, but in others were independent,12 there was a fairer ratio of almost two Chinese appointments to one Manchu, but of the offices on the government boards and other crucial organs in Peking, which were the equivalent of ministries, the converse is true.13 Manchus were preferred to Chinese beyond any question of merit, and Tz’u-hsi was to continue the custom: when a Mongol Bannerman, Ch’ung-ch’i came first in the metropolitan examinations in 1865, becoming ‘senior wrangler’, the highest honour in an empire of scholars, he broke an unwritten rule of the dynasty: Bannermen did not dazzle in the examinations because they did not need to.

Tz’u-hsi, even as a little girl at Wuhu in the south of China, far removed from the stronghold of Manchu privilege in Peking and the north, was nevertheless brought up to believe unthinkingly in a Manchu hegemony. Throughout her life she harped, sometimes playfully, sometimes earnestly, on the distinctions. She always asked officials their racial origins, and made patronizing remarks about Chinese. The manners of the occupying race were ingrained in her from childhood, and although she was quick to see the talents of a Chinese and to give him an important post, she later allowed her favourites, like the handsome Manchu general Jung-lu, to soar to the most powerful positions in the empire even though he had not taken the lowest qualifying examination required of a Chinese, and when she decreed in 1901 that a shrine should be built to the memory of the Viceroy Li Hung-chang, the perspicacious statesman who handled China’s foreign affairs for thirty years, he was the first Han Chinese in the history of the dynasty to receive such an honour.

Sumptuary laws distinguished the races and emphasized the conquest of the outsiders from Manchuria. In 1644 they had immediately ordered their new subjects to shave their heads, leaving the queue or pigtail to grow from the crown, as a symbol of their submission to Ch’ing rule. From that date on males over the age of fourteen therefore adopted the style, and the queue often reached their knees. The queue was a powerful image: it stereotyped ‘the Chinaman’ for centuries in the West, and even inspired George Washington and George III, in an excess of chinoiserie, to wear docked versions themselves. In China its potency as a badge of subjection continued. The Taiping rebels of the 1850s and 1860s, when Tz’u-hsi was first empress, wore their hair loose and wild; and after Tz’u-hsi’s death, in the 1910s and 1920s, cutting the pigtail was an open gesture of repudiation of the Manchus.

Manchu women, tall and strong and mountain-bred, had ridden at the side of their men and herded flocks in the harsh northern landscape. They had never therefore bound their feet, like the tender and sheltered Chinese. From the age of five or six, bandages were bound tightly round the feet of a Chinese girl, forcing the heel under the instep to meet the crumpled toes until the whole foot measured not more than three inches in length. In her tiny embroidered shoes, with beribboned pantaloons falling prettily over the swollen and deformed ankles, or in elegant spats, the Chinese girl minced along daintily on the arm of one of her sons or one of her servants. This was the famous ‘lily walk’, for the undulation of her figure as she tottered on her cramped and crippled feet was celebrated in millennia of prose and verse, even though, when the bandages were renewed, the stench of compressed flesh was appalling. But bound feet were not only thought seductive, but also became a symbol of caste, for the peasantry and the coolie class could not afford to immobilize their daughters. They urgently needed their labour. Manchu women often longed to adopt the erotic and status-giving deformation, and intermittent imperial edicts had to remind them that foot-binding was strictly against Manchu laws and traditions. Tz’u-hsi herself never succumbed, for she had naturally tiny feet, and marvelled, when she first saw Europeans, at the size of theirs.

Tz’u-hsi’s emphasis on the differences between the ruling race and its subjects throughout her life echoed the statecraft that earlier emperors had used to keep the Chinese submissive; it was rooted in her family tradition and her childhood education, although by her day it was political myopia, only serving to polarize hostility artificially towards the dynasty, long after they had absorbed in many ways the thoughts and customs of the once vanquished race. For when Tz’u-hsi was born the Manchus had become physically indistinguishable from the Chinese, and the learning of the language was for many an arduous task. Tz’u-hsi herself spoke a little, but her first language was Chinese. Even at court, where a pretence was maintained (for the emperor always spoke Manchu in audience), the lingua franca had however become Chinese, and although the documents, edicts and business of government continued to be bilingual, for many officials – including Manchus – the language was an obscurantist formality. Tz’u-hsi indeed even prided herself on the purity of her Chinese, affected not to understand coarser accents than her own and turned away in scorn when she heard corrupt pronunciation.

After two centuries of colonizing the Chinese, the Manchus had themselves been colonized. Each dynasty in the many conflicts of China’s long history had established itself by force, but each one had successively fallen under the spell of Chinese wisdom and of Confucian pacifism. The Manchus, originally hardy, tough-living northern archers, hunters and warriors, had gradually yielded to the Chinese hero-image of the scholar poet, or literatus, and had polished their native warlikeness with the soft cloth of a more sophisticated ideal until their military traditions had been abandoned for intellectual aspirations, and the hierarchy of an army for the etiquette of an academy. In the Tao Te Ching, a more esoteric work than Confucius’s Analects, there is nevertheless this fundamentally Chinese and Confucian concept: ‘To think them [weapons] lovely means to delight in them, and to delight in them means to delight in the slaughter of men. And he who delights in the slaughter of men will never get what he looks for out of those that dwell under heaven.’14 The Manchu Bannermen Tz’u-hsi knew as a child were steeped in these peaceable and scholarly ideals; though they were required to keep up their warlike skills, though they qualified in picturesque military examinations of weight-lifting, stone-throwing and archery at full gallop, the army was neglected, disorganized and effete, and the profession of soldier held in such contempt that no man of ability ever took up a military career. Forbidden to take up professions, the Bannermen were a notorious gang in China’s main cities: unemployed, rowdy, arrogant and often down-at-heel. ‘As a class they are indolent, ignorant and proud.’15

Yet Tz’u-hsi’s head was so filled as a child with tales of earlier Manchu prowess, of the hunting exploits of early Ch’ing emperors wheeling on their stocky long-haired Mongol ponies over the dynasty’s homelands, that the evidence of their degeneracy before her eyes shocked her and gave her longings that their former Manchu spirit be regained. The vernacular poetry and drama of the Chinese streets were also comparatively untempered by the ideal of the meditative scholar, so that alongside the wisdom and insights of the sages Tz’u-hsi also absorbed the exploits of folk heroes and legendary soldiers, which inspired in her a primitive, instinctual excitement at virile, ready men and at martial valour that marked her out as a true atavistic Manchu.

When the Tao-kuang Emperor died and was succeeded by his son Hsien-feng (of Universal Plenty), at twenty years old,16 the new Son of Heaven, the Imperial Household first heard of Tz’u-hsi, the young and vivacious daughter of their race. The same year, 1851, or early during the next, when Tz’u-hsi was fifteen or sixteen, the imperial couriers, heralds calling before them, rode up Pewter Lane in imperial-yellow carts to the house where Tz’u-hsi and her family were living and delivered their summons. The Hsien-feng Emperor was choosing his harem for the day when the mourning period of two years and three months for his father would be over17 and Tz’u-hsi and her sister were commanded to appear.


Chapter Two

CONCUBINE, FIFTH RANK

ONE OF SIXTY girls eligible for service in the palace, Tz’u-hsi, attired in the finest robes and jewels her family could buy or borrow, entered the emperor’s palace. In procession, the girls flowed across the grey-green, still breadth of a moat, and passed into the Imperial City and the maze of halls and pavilions, temples and living quarters, pagodas and garden retreats of the Purple Forbidden City beyond. To the north lay the labyrinthine apartments of the Hsien-feng Emperor and his eunuch retinue; to the west the lovely contrived wilderness of the Sea Palaces, situated on the shores of three artificial lakes and sprinkled with pleasure domes.

For a sixteen-year-old girl like Tz’u-hsi, approaching this awesome precinct, potent image of the inaccessible divinity of its single male resident, was a terrifying experience. Yet for someone of Tz’u-hsi’s background, concubinage was a natural outcome, and the imperial summons was final. While the force of numbers created by polygamy and the Confucian emphasis on the sacredness of parental authority gave the women of a household – the mothers, wives and mothers-in-law – tyrannical powers, a daughter had no voice in the decision of her future. But Tz’u-hsi never questioned this paradox on which she was to capitalize so greatly later, but accepted her position in full awareness of the political power within a concubine’s grasp.

Tz’u-hsi and her companions, seated cross-legged in sedan chairs, filed through a smaller gate to the side of the T’ien
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