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According to the system of the Tang Dynasty: below the queen, there were the Noble Consort of Honor, the Noble Consort of Grace, the Noble Consort of Virtue, and the Noble Consort of Talent, who were known as the Ladies. There were also the Gentlemen of Illustrious Deportment, the Ladies of Illustrious Grace, the Ladies of Illustrious Beauty, the Gentlemen of Cultivated Deportment, the Ladies of Cultivated Grace, the Ladies of Cultivated Beauty, the Gentlemen of Fulfilled Deportment, the Ladies of Fulfilled Grace, and the Ladies of Fulfilled Beauty, who were the Nine Senior Concubines. There were nine Imperial Concubines, nine Beauties, and nine Talented Ladies each, making a total of twenty - seven, representing the Women of High Rank in ancient times. There were twenty - seven Palace Ladies of Precious Rank, twenty - seven Palace Maidens of Honor, and twenty - seven Select Maidens each, making a total of eighty - one, representing the Imperial Consorts in ancient times. In addition, the Six Ladies in Waiting were in charge of the emperor's carriages, clothing, and daily necessities, each with a set quota and ranking. In later generations, the system was frequently changed. During the Kaiyuan era, since having four noble consorts below the queen was considered inappropriate, three noble consorts, namely the Noble Consort of Kindness, the Noble Consort of Elegance, and the Noble Consort of Magnificence, six Attendants of Deportment, four Beauties, and seven Talented Ladies were established. There were also two Ladies in Charge of the Palace, two Ladies in Charge of Etiquette, and two Ladies in Charge of Clothing. Combining these new titles with the previous ones, it generally followed and adjusted the system in the "Rites of Zhou". Thus, this system had a long history.  

Rituals are fundamentally based on the relationship between husband and wife, and the "Book of Songs" begins with the tales of empresses and concubines. The order or chaos of a state depends on this, and the rise or fall of a dynasty is tied to it. A sovereign of great virtue maintains strict privacy in his inner chambers. The affairs of the inner palace do not interfere with the court, and the words from outside do not enter the inner quarters. The spirit of "Guanju" prevails, and the influence of the court ladies' records is well - established. Thus, the noble models and virtuous deeds of the inner palace become a great help to the ruler. As for the rise of charming and favored concubines, it often occurs under mediocre rulers. Once physical intimacy is established, feelings change with love; when flattery becomes familiar, private interests overtake public affairs. Taking advantage of the easily - clouded judgment and the unbreakable tenderness of the ruler, treacherous words seem loyal, so they are accepted without question. Even when ugly deeds are obvious, they are perversely indulged in. Those around the ruler support such behavior, and the villains scheme against the state. Cunning plots prevent early awareness, and plaintive vows strengthen the initial favor. By the time the affairs of the state are lost, the ruler remains complacent and unaware. This is why Empress Wu and Empress Wei were able to usurp the throne and cause the downfall of the royal family. As for Consort Yang, before her death, she disrupted the emperor's plans; Empress Zhang took control in the inner palace, and Emperor Suzong almost lost his authority. Alas, how lamentable! After the middle period of the dynasty, there were many troubles. Externally, there were constant military campaigns, and internally, there was less indulgence in private pleasures. Groups of eunuchs advanced together, and the power of the foreign relatives was divided. The empresses and concubines were neither extremely good nor extremely bad, merely filling their positions. Therefore, their stories are recorded in this chapter.  

Empress Dou, posthumously titled the Virtuous and Holy Empress of Great Tranquility of Emperor Gaozu, was from Pingling, Jingzhao. Her father, Dou Yi, was a Senior Pillar of the State in the Zhou Dynasty. He married the Elder Princess Xiangyang, the sister of Emperor Wu. After entering the Sui Dynasty, he served as the Governor - General of Dingzhou and was titled the Duke of Shenwu. 

When the empress was born, her hair hung down past her neck, and when she was three years old, her hair was as long as her body. She read biographies such as "Admonitions for Women" and "Biographies of Exemplary Women" and never forgot what she read after just one pass. Emperor Wu loved her and raised her in the palace, treating her differently from his other nieces. At that time, a Turkic woman was the empress but was out of favor. The young Dou secretly advised Emperor Wu, saying, "Our country is not yet at peace, and the barbarians are strong. I hope you can suppress your feelings and show kindness to her to form an alliance. Then the regions south of the Yangtze River and east of the Pass will not obstruct us." Emperor Wu approved and adopted her advice. When Emperor Wu passed away, she grieved as deeply as if he were her own father. When she heard that Emperor Gaozu of the Sui Dynasty had usurped the throne, she threw herself off the bed and said, "I hate that I'm not a man and can't save my uncle's family from disaster." Dou Yi quickly covered her mouth and said, "Don't speak recklessly, or it will bring disaster to our whole family!" He often said to his wife, "This daughter has an extraordinary appearance and remarkable insight. How can we marry her off casually?" So he painted two peacocks on a screen and invited suitors to shoot two arrows each, secretly promising that the one who hit the eyes of the peacocks would win her hand. Dozens of suitors came, but none of them met the requirement. Finally, Emperor Gaozu shot and hit one eye of each peacock, and then she married Emperor Gaozu.  

At first, Empress Yuanzhen was old and sick, and she was naturally strict. All the sisters - in - law were afraid of her and dared not take care of her. The empress served her alone, cheerfully and meticulously, showing complete filial piety. Sometimes she didn't even take off her clothes and shoes for a whole month. She was good at writing chapters of admonition, and her writing was elegant. She was also good at calligraphy. When her writings were mixed with those of Emperor Gaozu, people couldn't tell them apart. She passed away in Zhuojun at the age of forty - five. 

When Emperor Gaozu was under Emperor Yang of the Sui Dynasty, he kept many fine horses. The empress saw them and said, "The emperor likes these. Why not offer them? Keeping them will only bring trouble quickly and is of no use." Emperor Gaozu didn't listen, and soon he was reprimanded. Later, when Emperor Gaozu saw the chaos in the Sui regime and the frequent unjust executions, he began to think about self - preservation. He often presented eagles, hounds, and rare horses to Emperor Yang, who was indeed pleased and promoted him to the rank of general. Then he wept and said to his sons, "If I had listened to your mother earlier, I would have achieved this a long time ago!" After Emperor Gaozu established the Tang Dynasty, he issued an edict to build the Shou'an Mausoleum at the place where she was buried and posthumously named her the Empress Mu. When her remains were moved to be buried with Emperor Gaozu in the Xianling Mausoleum, she was honored as the Grand Empress Mu.  

At first, when Emperor Taizong was born, there were omens of two dragons. Among all his children, the empress loved Emperor Taizong the most. After Emperor Taizong ascended the throne, when he visited Qing Shan Palace, looking around, he sighed with emotion. Looking at his attendants, he said, "I was born here. Now my mother is gone forever, and I can never repay her kindness in raising me." Then he wailed loudly, and all those around him shed tears. He then offered sacrifices to the empress in the main hall. Another day, when he went to Jiucheng Palace, he dreamed of his mother as if she were still alive. When he woke up, he couldn't stop weeping. The next day, he issued an edict ordering the relevant departments to open the granaries widely to relieve the poor, as a way to repay his mother. During the Shangyuan era, her posthumous title was upgraded to the Grand and Sacred Empress Mu. 

Empress Zhangsun, posthumously titled the Virtuous and Holy Empress of Great Benevolence of Emperor Taizong, was from Luoyang, Henan. Her ancestors were of the Tuoba clan of the Wei Dynasty. Later, her ancestors became the leaders of the imperial clan, so they took the surname Zhangsun. Her great - grandfather, Zhangsun Zhi, was the Grand Chancellor and the Prince of Fengyi. Her great - great - grandfather, Zhangsun Yu, was the Duke of Pingyuan. Her grandfather, Zhangsun Si, was a general of the Left. Her father, Zhangsun Sheng, styled Jiji, was well - read in history, brave and knowledgeable about military affairs. He served as a general of the Right Agile Guards in the Sui Dynasty. 

The empress liked reading historical biographies and used the good and evil deeds of the ancients as a mirror for herself. She esteemed and adhered to rituals and laws. Zhangsun Sheng's elder brother, Zhangsun Chi, was a scholar at the Tongdao Academy in the Zhou Dynasty. He once heard that Empress Dou had advised Emperor Wu to be kind to the Turkic empress and remembered it. He often said to Zhangsun Sheng, "This is a wise and insightful woman. She must have an extraordinary son. We should arrange a marriage for our daughter with him." So Zhangsun Sheng married his daughter to Emperor Taizong. When the empress returned to her parents' home, the concubine of her uncle, Gao Shilian, saw a two - zhang - tall horse standing outside the empress's room. Frightened, she had it divined and got the hexagram transformation from "Kun" to "Tai". The diviner said, " 'Kun' smoothly obeys the heavens and can carry all things without limit. A horse belongs to the category of the earth. The transformation to 'Tai' means that heaven and earth interact and all things are in harmony, and it also helps to maintain the proper order of heaven and earth. The hexagram is in line with 'Gui Mei', which is related to a woman's affairs. A woman in a noble position, following the middle way and being gentle, is an image of a queen." At that time, a rift had emerged between the Crown Prince Li Jiancheng and Emperor Taizong. Inside the palace, the empress served Emperor Gaozu with all her filial piety and carefully attended to the concubines, dispelling their suspicions. When Emperor Taizong was preparing for battle in the palace, the empress personally comforted and encouraged the soldiers, and they were all inspired. Soon she became the Crown Prince's consort, and then the empress. 

She was naturally simple and frugal, and was content with just enough clothing and daily necessities. She loved reading and never stopped even when she was grooming herself. When the emperor talked to her about state affairs, she would decline, saying, "If a hen crows at dawn, it spells ruin for the family. How can that be allowed?" Even when the emperor insisted, she still refused to respond. When someone in the harem was guilty of an offense, she would first support the emperor's anger and demand strict punishment. After the emperor's anger subsided, she would gently intercede, ensuring that no one was wronged. When a concubine died after giving birth to Princess Yuzhang, the empress treated the princess as her own. When a maid - in - waiting was ill, she would stop using her own medicine and give it to the maid. Her kindness was deeply appreciated by the people in the harem. Her brother, Zhangsun Wuji, had been a close friend of the emperor since they were commoners. He was a founding hero for his contributions to the emperor's accession to the throne and was a frequent visitor to the emperor's private chambers. The emperor wanted to appoint him to assist in government affairs, but the empress firmly opposed it. She took the opportunity to say, "I am already in the highest position as the empress. I don't want my relatives to hold too much power in the court. The cases of the Lü and Huo families in the Han Dynasty should serve as a warning." The emperor didn't listen and appointed Zhangsun Wuji as the Chief Assistant to the Emperor. The empress secretly advised her brother to firmly decline the position. The emperor had no choice but to agree, and the empress showed her joy on her face. Her half - brother, Zhangsun Anye, was a man of bad conduct. After their father's death, he drove the empress and Zhangsun Wuji back to their maternal family. After the empress became noble, she never mentioned this. Zhangsun Anye was later promoted to the rank of general. He then plotted a rebellion with Li Xiaochang and others and was about to be executed. The empress knelt down and kowtowed, saying, "Zhangsun Anye deserves to die without pardon. But everyone knows that he was unkind to me before. If he is punished according to the law now, people will think that I'm taking revenge on my brother, which might bring trouble to the emperor!" So his punishment was reduced to exile in Yuexi. The wet - nurse of Crown Prince Chengqian asked to add more utensils to the Eastern Palace. The empress said, "What the crown prince should worry about is his lack of virtue and reputation. Why does he need more utensils?"  

She accompanied the emperor to Jiucheng Palace. When she was ill, news of an urgent incident involving Chai Shao and others reached them. The emperor put on his armor and got up. Although seriously ill, she insisted on following him in a sedan chair. The palace attendants tried to dissuade her, but she said, "If the emperor is shocked, how can I stay calm?" As her illness worsened, the crown prince wanted to request a general amnesty and the ordination of a large number of Taoist and Buddhist monks to ward off disasters. She said, "Life and death are determined by fate and cannot be controlled by human efforts. If doing good deeds could extend one's life, I have never done anything evil. If good deeds are ineffective, what else can I ask for? Moreover, an amnesty is a major national event, and Buddhism and Taoism are foreign religions. The emperor has never approved of such things. How can we disrupt the laws of the country because of me?" The crown prince didn't dare to present the request and told Fang Xuanling about it. Fang Xuanling reported it to the emperor, who sighed and praised her. The officials then requested an amnesty, and the emperor agreed, but she firmly opposed it and stopped the amnesty. When she was on her deathbed, she said farewell to the emperor. At that time, Fang Xuanling had been slightly punished and sent home. She said, "Fang Xuanling has served Your Majesty for a long time and has been involved in many important strategies and secret plans. Unless there is a major fault, please don't dismiss him. My family has advanced due to your grace. They have no virtue but enjoy high - ranking positions, which can easily lead to disaster. Don't give them important positions. It's enough for them to attend court as imperial relatives. I have been of no use to the world during my lifetime, so there is no need for a grand burial after my death. I hope to be buried in a natural mountain without building a tomb or using a coffin. Use only earthenware and wooden utensils. Saving expenses for my funeral will be a way for you to remember me." She also asked the emperor to accept loyal advice, not to believe slander, and to reduce hunting and construction projects. Then she passed away at the age of thirty - six.  

The empress once collected the deeds of ancient women and compiled them into ten chapters of *Nü Ze* (Female Rules). She also wrote an essay criticizing Empress Ma of the Han Dynasty for failing to restrain her relatives and allowing them to participate in government affairs, while only admonishing them about their extravagant carriages and horses. This was like ignoring the root cause and only attending to minor matters. She often warned the custodians, "I wrote these for self - examination, so the book is disorganized. Don't let the emperor see it." After her death, the palace officials reported this to the emperor. The emperor was deeply grieved. He showed the book to his close officials and said, "This book of the empress can be passed down for future generations. How can I not understand the will of heaven and control my emotions? But I have lost my good assistant in the inner palace, and my sorrow cannot be stopped!" She was posthumously titled the Virtuous and Benevolent Empress. She was buried in Zhaoling Mausoleum, built on Mount Jiuzong to fulfill her wish. The emperor himself wrote a preface to record the whole story and posted it on the left side of the mausoleum. During the Shangyuan era, her posthumous title was upgraded to the Virtuous and Sacred Empress of Great Benevolence. 

Consort Xu Hui of Emperor Taizong was from Changcheng, Huzhou. She could speak when she was five months old, mastered *The Analects of Confucius* and *The Book of Songs* at the age of four, and was able to write compositions on her own at eight. Her father, Xu Xiaode, once asked her to imitate *Li Sao* and write *Ode to the Small Hill*, which read, "Gazing long at the secluded crag, caressing the cassia twig in deep thought. I've met this moment after a thousand years. Why does the sweet - scented grass go alone?" Xu Xiaode was greatly surprised and knew that her talent could no longer be hidden. Thus, her works began to spread widely. When Emperor Taizong heard about her, he summoned her to be a talented lady in the palace. She never stopped reading, and her words were rich and elegant, with no sign of hesitation in writing. The emperor treated her with more courtesy and respect. He promoted Xu Xiaode to be the Deputy Director of the Water Department. Xu Hui was further promoted to be a Lady of Honor. 

At the end of the Zhenguan era, the emperor frequently dispatched troops to subdue the surrounding ethnic groups and gradually built palaces, which made the common people exhausted and resentful. Xu Hui submitted a memorial to strongly remonstrate, saying, "Our troops are stationed in the east at the Liaohai area and are fighting in the west at Kunqiu. The soldiers and horses are exhausted, and the supplies transported by water are often lost. We are sacrificing the limited agricultural resources to fill an endless abyss; trying to subdue the yet - to - be - conquered people while losing the already - formed army. Therefore, expanding the territory is not a way to ensure long - term peace; over - exhausting the people is a sign of potential chaos." She also said, "Palaces like Cuiwei and Yuhua, although built taking advantage of mountains and waters without the arduousness of large - scale construction, still involve labor and expenses, which cannot be said to be trouble - free. A wise ruler eases the people's burden; a foolish ruler indulges in personal pleasure." She further said, "Skillful craftsmanship can be the axe that destroys a country, and pearls and jade can be the poison that corrupts the mind. Extravagance, beauty, and delicacy must be curbed. Pride arises when the cause is prosperous, and indolence sets in when times are peaceful." Her memorial was incisive and profound, roughly like this. The emperor appreciated her words and rewarded her generously. After the emperor's death, she was so grief - stricken that she fell ill. She refused to take medicine, saying, "The emperor treated me kindly. It is my wish to serve him in the mausoleum before the dogs and horses." She also wrote poems and *Lianzhu* (a literary form) to express her feelings. She died in the first year of the Yonghui era at the age of twenty - four. She was posthumously granted the title of Consort Xian and was buried in the stone chamber of Zhaoling Mausoleum.  

Xu Hui's younger sister, Xu Qidan, and Xu Qidan's son, Xu Jian, were both well - known for their learning. Her sister served as a Lady of Grace to Emperor Gaozong and was also talented in literature. People of that era compared them to the Ban family of the Han Dynasty.  

Empress Wang, whom Emperor Gaozong deposed, was from Qi, Bingzhou. She was the granddaughter of Wang Sizheng, the Left Chief Assistant to the Emperor of the Wei Dynasty. Her grand - aunt, Princess Tong'an, recommended her to Emperor Taizong because of her gentle and virtuous nature, and she became the Princess of Jin. When the crown prince ascended the throne, she was also promoted accordingly. Her father, Wang Renyou, was promoted to be the Governor of Chenzhou. After the emperor ascended the throne, she was established as the empress. Wang Renyou was granted the title of Duke of Wei with special honor; her mother, Lady Liu, was given the title of Lady of the State. After Wang Renyou's death, he was posthumously granted the title of Minister of Works. 

At first, Consort Xiao was in favor. At the end of the Zhenguan era, Consort Wu, who was formerly a maid of the late emperor, was summoned and made a Lady of Splendor. Soon, she competed with the empress and Consort Xiao for the emperor's favor and they slandered each other. Consort Wu was treacherous. She framed the empress and her mother for using witchcraft to harm the emperor. The emperor believed her, removed Lady of Wei from the imperial register, and dismissed the empress's uncle, Liu Shi, from his position as the Chief Minister. Li Yifu and others secretly supported Consort Wu. Their one - sided words enraged the emperor, who then issued an edict to depose both the empress and Consort Xiao as commoners and imprisoned them in the palace. The empress's mother, brother, and Consort Xiao's clan were all exiled to Lingnan. Xu Jingzong further submitted a memorial, saying, "Wang Renyou had no other merits. He was promoted to a high position only because of his daughter in the palace. Now that the commoner (referring to the deposed empress) has plotted to disrupt the royal family, her crime deserves the extermination of the clan. Wang Renyou's coffin should be opened and his body punished. Your Majesty has not fully carried out the punishment, only exiling his family. Wang Renyou should not be allowed to shelter and protect rebellious descendants." An edict was issued to deprive Wang Renyou of all his official titles and honors. Soon, the empress and Consort Xiao were killed by Empress Wu. The empress's surname was changed to "Python", and Consort Xiao's to "Owl". 

At first, the emperor missed the deposed empress. He secretly went to the place where she was imprisoned. Seeing that the door was tightly locked and food was passed in through a small hole, he felt deeply sad and called out, "Are the empress and Consort Xiao well? Where are they now?" The two women replied in unison, "We have been degraded to be servants because of our crimes. How can we be addressed with such noble titles?" They wept sobbingly. Then they said, "Your Majesty, if you still remember the old days and can give us a new life and let us see the light again, we beg you to name this place the 'Courtyard of Returning Hearts'." The emperor said, "I'll make arrangements soon." When Empress Wu learned of this, she quickly issued an edict to have the two women beaten a hundred times with a cane, cut off their hands and feet, tie them up and throw them into a wine jar, saying, "Let these two old women get drunk to the bones!" They died a few days later, and their bodies were dismembered. When the edict arrived, the empress bowed twice and said, "May Your Majesty live a long life! Consort Wu has received your favor. It's my fate to die." As for Consort Xiao, she cursed, "That seductive Wu! She has been so treacherous! If I become a cat in the afterlife and she becomes a mouse, I'll wring her neck to take revenge." After Empress Wu heard this, she issued an edict forbidding all the palaces to keep cats. Empress Wu often saw the two women with disheveled hair and bleeding bodies appearing as ghosts. She was very afraid of them and tried to use witchcraft to exorcise them. Then she moved to Penglai Palace, but the ghosts still appeared. So she often stayed in the Eastern Capital. When Emperor Zhongzong ascended the throne, their original surnames were restored. 

Empress Wu, the Heavenly - Ordained Saintly Consort of Emperor Gaozong, was from Wenshui, Bingzhou. Her father, Wu Shiyue, is recorded in *Biographies of the Emperor's Relatives by Marriage*. After the death of Empress Wende, Emperor Taizong heard that Wu Shiyue's daughter was beautiful and summoned her to be a talented lady when she was only fourteen. Her mother, Lady Yang, wept bitterly as she said goodbye to her, but the young woman remained calm and said, "Who knows that meeting the Son of Heaven isn't a blessing? Why should you be so sorrowful like a child?" Her mother agreed with her and stopped crying. After meeting the emperor, she was given the title "Charming Wu". When the emperor died, she, along with other concubines, became a Buddhist nun. When Emperor Gaozong was the crown prince, he visited the palace and was attracted to her. Empress Wang had been childless for a long time. Consort Xiao was in favor at that time, which made the empress secretly unhappy. One day, when the emperor passed by the Buddhist nunnery, the talented lady saw him and wept. The emperor was touched. The empress learned of this and brought her into the inner palace to undermine the consort's favor.  

The talented lady was shrewd and full of stratagems, constantly changing her tactics. At first, she humbled herself and served the empress with deference. The empress was pleased and often praised her to the emperor, so she was promoted to Lady of Splendor. Once she was more favored than Consort Xiao, she gradually fell out with the empress. The empress was simple and dignified, not good at currying favor with others. Her mother, Lady Liu, didn't show excessive courtesy to the senior maids in the palace. So the Lady of Splendor took advantage of those whom the empress treated coldly and befriended them. Whenever she received a gift, she would distribute it all. Thus, she always knew what the empress and the consort were doing and reported it to the emperor, but she hadn't found a way to bring them down. The Lady of Splendor gave birth to a daughter. The empress came to play with the baby. After the empress left, the Lady of Splendor secretly smothered the child under the quilt. When the emperor arrived, she pretended to be happy at first. Then she uncovered the quilt and found the child dead. She feigned surprise and asked the attendants, who all said, "The empress was just here." The Lady of Splendor burst into tears. The emperor, unable to detect the truth, was angry and said, "The empress has killed my daughter. She used to slander and envy Consort Xiao. Is she doing it again?" From then on, the Lady of Splendor was able to slander the empress, and the empress couldn't defend herself. The emperor trusted and loved the Lady of Splendor even more and began to have the idea of deposing the empress. After a long time, the emperor wanted to promote her to "Noble Consort Chen". The Minister of Attendants, Han Yuan, and the Chief Minister, Lai Ji, said, "There are set numbers for concubines. It's not appropriate to create a new title now." Then the Lady of Splendor framed the empress and her mother for using witchcraft. The emperor, still holding a grudge from before, believed her words and was about to depose the empress. Changsun Wuji, Chu Suiliang, Han Yuan, and Lai Ji strongly opposed it at the risk of their lives, and the emperor hesitated. However, Li Yifu, a courtier, and Xu Jingzong, the Grandee of the Guards, who were naturally treacherous, sensing the situation, submitted a memorial requesting that the Lady of Splendor be made the empress. The emperor made up his mind and issued an edict to depose the empress. He ordered Li Ji and Yu Zhining to present the imperial seal to the Lady of Splendor and make her the empress. He also ordered all the officials and the chiefs of ethnic groups to pay homage to the empress at Suyi Gate, and all the noble ladies inside and outside the palace to pay their respects. This was the beginning of the custom of officials and noble ladies paying homage to the empress. 

The empress offered sacrifices at the ancestral temple. Her father, Wu Shiyue, was posthumously promoted twice to Grand Minister of Education, given the title of Duke of Zhou, and honored with the posthumous title of Loyal and Filial, and was enshrined in Emperor Gaozu's temple. Her mother, Lady Yang, was re - titled Lady of Dai, and the family was granted a fief of a thousand households in Wei. The empress then wrote *Admonitions for the Emperor's Relatives by Marriage* and presented it to the court to refute the slander. Then she drove out Changsun Wuji and Chu Suiliang, who died or were exiled one after another. Her power and influence became extremely prominent. The empress was very scheming. She was willing to endure humiliation and act submissively to achieve her goals. The emperor thought she could serve him well, so he followed the public opinion and made her the empress. Once she achieved her aim, she arrogated power to herself, acting boldly without any scruples. The emperor was also weak - willed and muddle - headed. She was able to control him and prevent him from acting independently. After a long time, the emperor gradually became dissatisfied. In the early years of the Linde era, the empress summoned the Taoist priest Guo Xingzhen into the palace to perform witchcraft. The eunuch Wang Fusheng reported it. The emperor was angry and summoned Shangguan Yi, the deputy chief minister of the Western Secretariat. Shangguan Yi pointed out that the empress was domineering and had lost the people's respect, and was unfit to be the empress. This coincided with the emperor's intention, so he urged Shangguan Yi to draft an edict to depose her. Someone quickly informed the empress. She immediately went to the emperor to defend herself. The emperor felt ashamed and resumed treating her as before. Still fearing her anger, he said, "It was all Shangguan Yi who advised me!" The empress then instigated Xu Jingzong to frame Shangguan Yi and had him killed. 

At first, the grand - uncles and important ministers who opposed her wishes were exterminated within a year, and people on the streets whispered to each other with their eyes. After Shangguan Yi was executed, power fell into the hands of the empress, and the emperor could only sit idle. When the officials attended court and memorials came in from all directions, people referred to the emperor and the empress as the "Two Sages". Whenever they held court, a curtain was hung in the hall, and the emperor and the empress sat side by side. All decisions on life and death, rewards and punishments were made by them. When she made a ruthless decision, she showed no mercy even to those she loved. As the emperor got older, his illness of wind - stroke became more severe and he was unable to handle state affairs, so he entrusted everything to the empress. The empress then focused on promoting peaceful and cultural governance. She gathered a large number of Confucian scholars in the inner palace and compiled works such as *Biographies of Exemplary Women*, *Rules for Ministers*, *New Admonitions for All Officials*, and *Book of Music*, totaling about a thousand articles. She also ordered the scholars to secretly review and approve memorials, thus sharing the power of the prime ministers.  

At first, Wu Shiyue married Lady Xiangli and had sons named Wu Yuanqing and Wu Yuanshuang. Then he married Lady Yang and had three daughters. The eldest daughter married Helan Yueshi, became a widow early, and was later titled Lady of Han. The middle daughter was the empress. The youngest daughter married Guo Xiaoshen and died earlier. Due to the empress's status, Lady Yang was increasingly favored and was re - titled Lady of Rong. Initially, Wu Weiliang and Wu Huaiyun, the sons of Wu Shiyue's elder brother, along with Wu Yuanqing, treated Lady Yang and the empress disrespectfully, and the empress held a grudge. By this time, Wu Yuanqing was the Deputy Minister of the Imperial Clan Court, Wu Yuanshuang was the Deputy Superintendent of the Ministry of Works, Wu Weiliang was the Deputy Minister of the Guards, and Wu Huaiyun was the Governor of Zizhou. One day, Lady Yang held a banquet. When they were drunk, she said to Wu Weiliang, "Do you remember what happened in the past? How do you feel now?" He replied, "We are fortunate to hold positions in the court as the sons of a meritorious official. But being promoted later because of our kinship with the empress makes us worried rather than honored." Lady Yang was angry and hinted to the empress to pretend to be modest and request that Wu Weiliang and the others be transferred to remote areas to avoid showing favoritism. As a result, Wu Weiliang was made the Governor of Shizhou, Wu Yuanqing of Longzhou, and Wu Yuanshuang of Haozhou. Soon, Wu Yuanshuang was implicated in a case and died in Zhenzhou. Wu Yuanqing died of worry upon arriving at his post. Lady of Han often entered and left the palace. Her daughter was extremely beautiful and both she and her daughter were favored by the emperor. After Lady of Han died, her daughter was titled Lady of Wei. The emperor wanted to take her as a concubine but was hesitant because of the empress. The empress was extremely jealous. When the emperor went to Mount Tai for the sacrifice, Wu Weiliang and Wu Huaiyun, as local governors, gathered there and then returned to the capital with the emperor. The empress poisoned Lady of Wei and framed Wu Weiliang and the others. She had them all killed and changed their surname to "Viper". She made Helan Minzhi, the son of Lady of Han, offer sacrifices to Wu Shiyue. When Lady of Wei died, Helan Minzhi came to offer condolences. The emperor was very sad, but Helan Minzhi just cried without saying a word. The empress said, "This boy suspects me!" and disliked him. Soon, he was demoted and died. Lady Yang was re - titled Lady of Zan and then Lady of Wei. She died in the first year of the Xianheng era. She was posthumously titled Lady of Lu with the posthumous title of Loyal and Heroic. An edict was issued ordering all officials of the ninth rank and above, relatives of the fifth degree, and noble ladies outside the palace to attend the mourning. She was buried with the ceremonies due to a prince in Xianyang, with honor guards, banners, and a military band. At that time, there was a drought in the country. The empress pretended to submit a memorial to abdicate, but the emperor did not allow it. Soon, Wu Shiyue was posthumously promoted to Grand Commandant and Grand Tutor of the Crown Prince, and given the title of Prince of Taiyuan. Lady Yang, the Loyal and Heroic Lady of Lu, was posthumously titled a princess.  

In the first year of the Shangyuan era, the empress was promoted to Heavenly Empress. She put forward twelve proposals: First, encourage agriculture and sericulture and reduce taxes and corvée; second, exempt the people in the Three Auxiliary Regions from corvée; third, cease military operations and use moral principles to transform the world; fourth, prohibit the production of fancy and wasteful items in the imperial workshops in the north, south, and central areas; fifth, reduce labor - intensive and wasteful projects; sixth, broaden channels for people to voice their opinions; seventh, prevent slander; eighth, all princes and nobles below should study *Laozi*; ninth, when the father is alive, children should observe the three - year mourning period for their mothers; tenth, do not re - examine the credentials of those who had already received official certificates for their meritorious services before the Shangyuan era; eleventh, increase the salaries of officials of the eighth rank and below in the capital; twelfth, promote officials who had served for a long time but were under - promoted due to their high abilities but low positions. The emperor issued edicts to generally implement these proposals. 

The daughters of Consort Xiao, Princess Yiyang and Princess Xuancheng, were imprisoned in the inner palace and were nearly forty years old without getting married. Crown Prince Hong mentioned this to the emperor. The empress was angry and poisoned the prince. The emperor was about to issue an edict to abdicate the throne to the empress, but the prime minister Hao Chujun strongly remonstrated, so the emperor gave up the idea. The empress wanted to show an outward appearance of generosity to win people's hearts and make them turn to her. She then submitted a memorial saying, "Currently, all officials contribute half of their salaries and the common people pay a poll - tax to support the frontier troops. I'm afraid people from all regions will wrongly speculate about the country's actual situation. Please abolish these measures." The emperor issued an edict to approve it. 

In the third year of the Yifeng era, officials and chiefs of ethnic minorities paid homage to the empress at Guangshun Gate. A temple for the Prince of Taiyuan was built in Bingzhou. The emperor suffered from dizziness and couldn't see clearly. The imperial physicians Zhang Wenzhong and Qin Minghe said, "It's due to the upward attack of wind - evil. Bleeding the head by acupuncture can cure it." The empress secretly hoped that the emperor would die so that she could rule alone. She was angry and said, "These doctors should be beheaded. How can the emperor's body be punctured for bleeding?" The doctors kowtowed and begged for mercy. The emperor said, "The doctors are discussing the illness. How can they be blamed? And I can't bear this dizziness. Let them do it!" After the doctors performed the acupuncture several times, the emperor said, "I can see clearly now!" Before he finished speaking, the empress bowed twice from behind the curtain and said, "Heaven has sent us these great doctors!" She then presented them with silk and treasures. 

After the emperor passed away, Emperor Zhongzong ascended the throne, and the Heavenly Empress became the Empress Dowager. According to the emperor's last edict, she was allowed to participate in and decide major military and state affairs. In the first year of the Sisheng era, the empress dowager deposed the emperor and made him the Prince of Luling. She took power herself and enthroned Emperor Ruizong. The empress dowager sat in Wucheng Hall, and the emperor led the officials to present the title and the imperial seal. Three days later, the empress dowager appeared in the court and ordered Wu Chengsi, the Minister of Rites acting as the Grand Commandant, and Wang Dezhen, the Minister of Rituals acting as the Minister of Works, to confer the title of the heir - emperor. From then on, the empress dowager often held court in Zichen Hall, sitting behind a dark - purple curtain. She posthumously promoted her fifth - generation grandfather, Keji, a Cavalry Commandant in the Later Wei Dynasty, to the Duke of Lu, and his wife, Lady Pei, was titled the Lady of the state of Lu. Her great - grandfather, Juchang, a Military Advisor of Yinzhou in the Qi Dynasty, was posthumously promoted to the Grand Commandant and the Prince of Beiping, and his wife, Lady Liu, was titled the Princess. Her great - great - grandfather, Jian, a Military Advisor to the Prince of Yongchang and posthumously the Governor of Qizhou, was posthumously promoted to the Grand Commandant and the Prince of Jincheng, and his wife, Lady Song, was titled the Princess. Her grandfather, Hua, a County Magistrate of Dongjun in the Sui Dynasty and posthumously the Governor and Grand Commander of Bingzhou, was posthumously promoted to the Grand Commandant and the Prince of Taiyuan, and his wife, Lady Zhao, was titled the Princess. For each of them, a tomb - keeper village was set up with fifty households. Her father was posthumously promoted to the Grand Tutor and the Prince of Wei, with the actual fief increased to five thousand households. His wife was titled the Princess, and the tomb - keeper village of the prince had a hundred households. At that time, although Emperor Ruizong was on the throne, he was actually imprisoned, and the Wu clan members wielded power. The posthumous title of the Duke of Lu was Jing, and Lady Pei was the Lady Jing. The Prince of Beiping was given the posthumous title of Gongsu, the Prince of Jincheng was given the posthumous title of Yikang, and the Prince of Taiyuan was given the posthumous title of Ancheng. The princesses' posthumous titles followed those of their husbands. The empress dowager sent envoys to Wucheng Hall to announce these promotions to the ancestral temples of the five generations.  

At this time, Li Jingye, the Military Advisor of Liuzhou, Tang Zhiqi, the Magistrate of Kuocang, and Luo Binwang, the Deputy Magistrate of Linhai, were indignant at the empress dowager for coercing and ousting the emperor.  They recruited soldiers, killed Chen Jingzhi, the Chief Secretary of the Grand Governor's Office of Yangzhou, and occupied the city, intending to welcome the Prince of Luling. Their army grew to 100,000. Li Chongfu, the Military Advisor of Chuzhou, joined them. Liu Xingju in Xuyi held the city and refused to follow them. Li Jingye attacked but failed. The empress dowager appointed Liu Xingju as a Guerrilla General and promoted his younger brother Liu Xingshi to be the Governor of Chuzhou. Li Jingye crossed the Yangtze River to the south and captured Runzhou, killing the Governor Li Siwen. Yin Yuanzhen, the Magistrate of Qu'e, resisted and died in the battle.  The empress dowager issued an edict appointing Li Xiaoyi, the Grand General of the Left Yulin Guard, as the Grand Commander of the Yangzhou Campaign. He led an army of 300,000 to suppress them. They fought in Gaoyou, and Cheng Sanlang, the Brave and Resolute Officer of the Left Leopard-Tao Guard in the vanguard, was killed by Tang Zhiqi.  She also appointed Heichi Changzhi, the Grand General of the Left Eagle - flying Guard, as the Grand Commander of the Jiangnan Campaign to join forces.  Li Jingye was defeated three months after the uprising, and his head was sent to the Eastern Capital.  The three states were pacified. 

At first, Wu Chengsi asked the empress dowager to establish ancestral temples for seven generations. Pei Yan, the Chief Minister of the Secretariat, opposed it. When Li Jingye launched the uprising, Pei Yan was imprisoned and then killed, and Cheng Wuting, the Grand General of the Left Weiwei Guard, was also killed. The empress dowager was extremely angry. One day, she summoned the officials to the court and rebuked them, saying, "I have done nothing wrong to the world. Do you all understand this?" The officials just murmured in agreement. The empress dowager said, "I assisted the late emperor for more than thirty years, worrying about and working hard for the world. The titles, positions, wealth, and honor were all bestowed by me; the peace and comfort of the world were nurtured by me. When the late emperor passed away, he entrusted the country to me. I didn't dare to cherish my own life but knew to love the people. Now, those who lead the rebellion are all high - ranking officials and generals. Why do they turn against me so suddenly? Among the old officials who received the late emperor's last edict, is there anyone as arrogant and difficult to control as Pei Yan? Among the military families, is there anyone who can rally outlaws like Xu Jingye? Among the veteran generals, is there anyone as good at fighting as Cheng Wuting? They are all outstanding figures, but they were not beneficial to me, and I could execute them. If any of you are more capable than them, act quickly. Otherwise, serve me loyally and don't make the world laugh at you." The officials kowtowed and didn't dare to look up, saying, "We will follow your Majesty's orders." 

After a long time, the empress dowager issued an edict seemingly to restore the imperial power. Emperor Ruizong guessed it was not sincere and firmly requested her to continue to hold court. The empress dowager approved it by edict. Then she made a bronze box divided into four compartments. The one on the east was labeled "Yan'en" (Grace - Seeking), which received petitions from those seeking rewards or self - recommendation; the one on the south was labeled "Zhaojian" (Advice - Inviting), which received opinions on the gains and losses of current policies; the one on the west was labeled "Shenyuan" (Wrong - Redressing), which received complaints from those who had suffered injustice and what they wanted to say; the one on the north was labeled "Tongxuan" (Mystery - Communicating), which received prophecies and secret strategies. An official from the Secretariat and the Chancellery was ordered to be in charge of it.  

The empress dowager did not hesitate to bestow titles and positions to win over outstanding people from all over the country to assist her. Even for an ordinary man, if his words made sense, he would be appointed to an official position without following the normal order. Once he proved unqualified, he would soon be removed from office or executed without leniency, with the aim of selecting truly capable and worthy people. Moreover, she was afraid of those who plotted rebellion in the country. She issued an edict allowing people to report on rebellious activities. The informants would be provided with fast - moving carriages at the local place and be offered food as that of a fifth - rank official, and then sent to the capital. They would be summoned for an audience on the same day and be enticed with generous titles and rewards. Whenever there was a report of rebellion, officials were not allowed to question the informants. Even farmers and wood - cutters would be personally received and accommodated in guest houses. Those who dared to delay or not send the informants would be punished according to the crime reported. As a result, informants were all over the country, and everyone held their breath and dared not voice any criticism.  

In Xinfeng, a mountain suddenly emerged due to an earthquake. The empress dowager regarded it as a good omen, granted amnesty to the people in the county, and renamed the mountain Qing Shan (Celebration Mountain). Yu Wenjun from Jing wrote to say, "When people are in disharmony, warts and growths appear on the body; when the earth is in disharmony, mounds and hills rise. Now Your Majesty, as a woman, occupies the masculine position. The mountain's change is a disaster, not a celebration." The empress dowager was angry and exiled him beyond the Five Ridges. 

The empress dowager issued an edict to demolish the Qianyuan Hall and build the Mingtang (Hall of Light). She appointed the Buddhist monk Xue Huaiyi as the supervisor of the project. Xue Huaiyi was from Hu County. He originally had the surname Feng and was named Xiaobao. He was tall and imposing but licentious and cruel. He feigned madness in the markets of Luoyang. Princess Qianjin took a fancy to him. The princess said to the empress dowager, "Xiaobao can serve you in the palace." The empress dowager summoned him and had an affair with him, and was pleased with him. To cover up their relationship and allow him to enter and leave the palace freely, she ordered him to shave his head and become a Buddhist monk and made him the abbot of the White Horse Temple. She also ordered him to be regarded as a member of the same clan as Xue Shao, the husband of Princess Taiping, and Xue Shao treated him as an elder. He was provided with stable horses and eunuchs as attendants. Even Wu Chengsi and Wu Sansi treated him with great respect. At this time, he supervised the construction project with tens of thousands of workers. A single huge log usually required a thousand people to pull it. He also planned to build the Tiantang (Heavenly Hall) behind the Mingtang, which was second only to the Mingtang in grandeur, magnificence, and mystery. After the hall was completed, he was appointed the Grand General of the Left Weiwei Guard and the Duke of Liang. 

At first, the empress dowager built the Chongxian Temple in the Western Capital to offer sacrifices to the Wu clan. Wu Chengsi forged an inscription on a stone from the Luo River, suggesting that the empress dowager should become the emperor. He sent Tang Tongtai from Yong to present it to the empress dowager. The empress dowager named it the "Precious Diagram" and promoted Tang Tongtai to be a Guerrilla General. Then, someone from Si presented another auspicious stone. The empress dowager then went to the suburbs to offer sacrifices to God and express gratitude. She proclaimed herself the Holy Divine Empress, made the Seal of the Divine Empress, changed the name of the Precious Diagram to the "Heaven - bestowed Holy Diagram", named the Luo River the Yongchang River, the place where the diagram was found the Holy Diagram Spring, and engraved a stone on the left side of the altar by the Luo River, naming it the "Inscription of the Heaven - bestowed Holy Diagram". She also changed the name of Si County to Guangwu. At that time, the power had left the royal family. The important ministers and high - ranking generals were restricted and couldn't do as they wished. The imperial clan members were isolated and had no place to rely on. Then, Li Yuanjia, the Prince of Han, and others planned to raise an army to call on the whole country and welcome back Emperor Zhongzong. Li Chong, the Prince of Langya, and Li Zhen, the Prince of Yue, took the lead, but the other princes were too hasty to respond, so they were defeated. Li Yuanjia, Li Lingkui, the Prince of Lu, and others all committed suicide. The rest were all punished and executed. The imperial princes were almost all wiped out in the series of events. Even the infants among their descendants were exiled to the south of the Five Ridges. The empress dowager personally went to the Luo River to receive the diagram. The emperor led the crown prince, the officials, and the envoys from ethnic minorities to line up in order. There was a grand display of rare birds, strange beasts, tribute items, and ceremonial guards below the altar. After the ceremony was completed, they left. 

In the first year of Yongchang, the empress dowager held a grand ceremony in the Hall of All - Embracing Divinity. She changed into the imperial robe and crown, wore the great jade scepter on her belt and held the jade scepter of state. Emperor Ruizong offered the second sacrifice, and the crown prince offered the final sacrifice. Heaven and earth were jointly sacrificed to, with the Five - Directional Emperors and all the gods accompanying. Emperors Gaozu, Taizong, and Gaozong were enshrined as the co - sacrificial deities, and Wei Wang Wu Shihuo was also included as a co - sacrificial deity. She issued nine regulations to instruct the officials. Then she held a grand banquet for the officials. She posthumously named Wu Shihuo the Great Emperor of Filial Piety and Loyalty of Zhou, and Lady Yang the Empress of Filial Piety and Loyalty. The tomb in Wenshui was named Zhangde Mausoleum, and the tomb in Xianyang was named Mingyi Mausoleum. The Prince of Taiyuan Ancheng was posthumously named the Prince of Ancheng of Zhou, the Prince of Jincheng was posthumously named the Prince of Yi and Kang of Wei, the Prince of Beiping was posthumously named the Prince of Su and Gong of Zhao, and the Duke of Lu was posthumously named the Prince of Jing of Taiyuan.  

In the middle of Zaichu, the empress dowager held another grand ceremony in the Hall of All - Embracing Divinity. Empress Taimu and Empress Wende were enshrined as co - sacrificial deities to the Earthly Deity, and Empress Dowager of Filial Piety and Loyalty of Zhou was also included as a co - sacrificial deity. She created twelve new characters, namely "zhao", "yue", etc. The empress dowager named herself "zhao". She changed imperial edicts to imperial decrees. The descendants of the Zhou and Han dynasties were recognized as the two honorable successor families, and the descendants of the Yu, Xia, and Yin dynasties were treated with special respect. The imperial clan register of the Tang dynasty was abolished. She appointed Xue Huaiyi as the Grand General for Assisting the State and conferred on him the title of Duke of Hu. She ordered him and a group of Buddhist monks to compile the "Great Cloud Sutra", which described the empress dowager's divine mandate to rule. Li Siwen, the Minister of the Department of Rites, falsely claimed, "In the chapter 'Wu Cheng' of the 'Book of Zhou', there is a phrase 'Under the rule of the empress dowager, the world will be well - governed', which is a sign of the divine mandate." The empress dowager was pleased and distributed these claims throughout the country, gradually planning to usurp the throne. However, fearing that the people's hearts would not be attached to her, she was cruel and ruthless, and carried out mass executions to intimidate the country. She secretly supported dozens of cruel officials such as Zhou Xing and Lai Junchen as her tools. Those who dissatisfied her or whom she had long suspected and feared would surely be framed by harsh laws. The imperial clan members, princes, and other upright ministers and generals were beheaded one after another. The prison doors were stained with blood, and families could not even protect themselves. The empress dowager sat behind the heavy curtains, holding the imperial seal, and the fate of the country had changed hands.  

The censor Fu Youyi led the elders in the Guanzhong region to petition for a change of dynasty and for the emperor to take the surname Wu. He also coerced the officials to firmly demand the same, falsely claiming that phoenixes gathered at the Shangyang Palace and red sparrows were seen in the court hall. The emperor felt uneasy and also requested to take the surname Wu to show his submission. Knowing that power was firmly in her hands, the empress dowager granted amnesty to the whole country, changed the name of the dynasty to Zhou, and proclaimed herself the Sacred and Divine Emperor. The imperial flags were changed to red, and the emperor was made the heir - apparent. She established the seven ancestral temples of the Wu clan in the Divine Capital. She honored King Wen of Zhou as the Emperor Wen, the founding ancestor, and his consort, Lady Si, as the Empress Wending; King Wu of Zhou as the Emperor Kang, the wise ancestor, and his consort, Lady Jiang, as the Empress Kanghui; the Prince of Taiyuan Jing as the Emperor Cheng, the strict ancestor, and his consort as the Empress Chengzhuang; the Prince of Zhao Sugong as the Emperor Zhangjing, the solemn ancestor, and his consort as the Empress Zhangjing; the Prince of Wei Yikang as the Emperor Zhaoan, the valiant ancestor, and his consort as the Empress Zhaoan; the Prince of Zhou Ancheng as the Emperor Wenmu, the illustrious ancestor, and his consort as the Empress Wenmu; her father, the Great Emperor of Filial Piety and Loyalty, as the Emperor Xiaominggao, the grand ancestor, and his consort as the Empress Xiaominggao. The Tang ancestral temple was demoted to the Xiangde Temple, with sacrifices only offered to the spirits of Emperor Gaozu and the next two generations in the four seasons, and the worship of the others was abolished. On the solstice, she sacrificed to God in the Hall of All - Embracing Divinity, with the founding ancestor and her parents as co - sacrificial deities, and all the gods accompanying in the sacrifice. She enfeoffed all the Wu clan members as princes. She issued an edict designating Wenshui County in Bingzhou as Wuxing, comparable to Feng and Pei in the Han dynasty, and the local people were exempted from corvée for generations. The tomb of the founding ancestor was named the De Mausoleum, that of the wise ancestor the Qiao Mausoleum, that of the strict ancestor the Jie Mausoleum, that of the solemn ancestor the Jian Mausoleum, that of the valiant ancestor the Jing Mausoleum, that of the illustrious ancestor the Yong Mausoleum, the Zhangde Mausoleum the Hao Mausoleum, and the Mingyi Mausoleum the Shun Mausoleum.  

Although the empress dowager was of advanced age, she was good at grooming herself, so even those close to her didn't notice her aging. Soon, two new teeth grew, and she issued an edict to change the era name to Changshou. The next year, she held a ceremony in the Hall of Divinity. She composed a grand piece of music herself, and 900 dancers were used. Wu Chengsi offered the second sacrifice, and Wu Sansi offered the final sacrifice. Since the emperor was made the heir - apparent, the high - ranking officials often visited him. When Pei Feigong, the supervisor of the imperial workshops, Ashina Yuanqing, the grand general of the Left Guard, Xue Daxin, the military officer of the Baijian Garrison, and Fan Yunxian, the grand general of the Palace Gate Guards, secretly visited the emperor, they were all beheaded in the marketplace. From then on, the high - ranking officials no longer visited the emperor.  

Someone submitted a sealed memorial stating that the exiled people in Lingnan were plotting a rebellion. The empress dowager sent Wanguo Jun, acting as the Supervisory Censor of the Right Court, to investigate and execute those found guilty. When Wanguo Jun arrived in Guangzhou, he summoned all the exiled people, falsely claiming to have an imperial edict ordering them to commit suicide. They all wailed and refused to comply. Wanguo Jun drove them to a bend in the river, leaving them no way to escape, and killed more than 300 people in one day. Then he falsely reported that the exiled people were resentful and requested that all of them be eliminated. So the empress dowager sent Liu Guangye, an assistant officer of the Right Guard's Yifu, Wang Deshou, a judge of the Department of Punishment, Bao Sigong, a supervisor of the southern part of the imperial garden, Wang Dazhen, an attendant in charge of the imperial carriages, and Qu Zhenyun, an assistant officer of the Right Wuwei Guard, all acting as Supervisory Censors, to conduct interrogations in six circuits including Jiannan, Qianzhong, and Annan, and promoted Wanguo Jun to be a Palace Censor of the Left Court. Liu Guangye and the others also hoped to gain merit from the empress dowager and were only afraid of killing too few people. Liu Guangye killed 900 people, Wang Deshou killed 700 people, and the others killed no less than 500 people each. It was not until some time later that the empress dowager learned of their innocence and issued an edict allowing the families of those killed by the six - circuit envoys to retrieve their bodies. Wanguo Jun and the others died one after another, and it was said that they all saw ghosts haunting them.  

The empress dowager further added the title of Golden - Wheel Sacred and Divine Emperor to herself and placed seven treasures in the court: the Golden - Wheel Treasure, the White - Elephant Treasure, the Female Treasure, the Horse Treasure, the Jewel Treasure, the Minister - in - Charge of Military Affairs Treasure, and the Minister - in - Charge of Treasury Treasure.  They were displayed during grand court assemblies.  She also honored her illustrious ancestor as the Emperor Liji Wenmu and her grand ancestor as the Emperor Wushang Xiaoming. In the second year of Yanzai, Wu Sansi led the chiefs of ethnic minorities and the elders to petition for the construction of a Heavenly Pivot to record the empress dowager's merits and virtues, symbolizing the replacement of the Tang dynasty with the Zhou dynasty. The empress dowager approved the proposal and ordered Yao Shu, the courtier, to supervise the construction. A large amount of copper and iron were collected and smelted together. It was inscribed as the "Heavenly Pivot for the Praise of Virtues of the Great Zhou and All Nations" and placed outside the Duanmen Gate. Its shape resembled a pillar, with a height of 105 chi, eight sides, each side being five chi wide. A base in the shape of an iron mountain was made, with copper dragons supporting it and stone-carved strange beasts surrounding it. There was a cloud-like canopy on top of the pillar, with a large pearl protruding, one zhang high and three zhang in circumference. Four dragons, each 12 chi long, were made to support the pearl. The base mountain was 170 chi in circumference and two zhang high. Approximately two million catties of copper and iron were used. The names of the officials and the chiefs of ethnic minorities were all engraved on it.

As Xue Huaiyi's favor with the empress dowager gradually declined and the imperial physician Shen Nanqiu gained her favor, Xue Huaiyi was extremely resentful. He set fire to the Mingtang Hall. The empress dowager was ashamed of this incident and covered it up without revealing it. Xue Huaiyi became even more arrogant and discontented. The empress dowager secretly ordered Princess Taiping to select strong women to tie him up in the palace hall, and commanded Prince Wu Youning of Jianchang and Zong Jinqing, the supervisor of the imperial workshops, to lead strong men to kill him. His body was carried back to the White Horse Temple in a dustpan - like cart. Xue Huaiyi, favored and indulged, was extremely overbearing at that time, surpassing all the officials. Many of his followers violated the law. The censor Feng Sixu impeached his misdeeds. Xue Huaiyi was angry. When he met Feng Sixu on the road, he ordered his followers to beat him almost to death, and Feng Sixu dared not say a word. When Mochuo invaded the border, Xue Huaiyi was appointed the Grand Commander of the Xinping, Fan Ni, and Shuofang routes, leading the troops of 18 generals to fight against the Hu people. The prime ministers Li Zhaode and Su Weidao even served as his chief - of - staff and military advisor respectively. Later, he got tired of entering the palace. He secretly recruited a thousand strong young men to become Buddhist monks with a rebellious plot. The Palace Censor Zhou Ju impeached him and requested an investigation. The empress dowager said, "Just go out. I'll send him to prison." Zhou Ju sat in the court. After a short while, Xue Huaiyi rode his horse angrily into the court and directly sat on the big couch. Zhou Ju summoned the clerks to take his confession, but Xue Huaiyi immediately rode away on his horse. Zhou Ju reported this to the empress dowager. The empress dowager said, "This Taoist priest is always crazy. He's not worth punishing. Thoroughly investigate those strong young men." Zhou Ju exiled all of them to remote and desolate places. Xue Huaiyi framed Zhou Ju, and soon Zhou Ju was removed from office.  

The empress dowager offered sacrifices to Heaven at the southern suburbs, with King Wen, King Wu, and Wu Shiyue being enshrined alongside Emperor Gaozu of the Tang dynasty. The empress dowager added the title of Heavenly - Registered Golden - Wheel Sacred and Divine Emperor. Then she performed the feng sacrifice on Mount Song and the shan sacrifice on Mount Shaoshi, enshrining the god of the mountain as the emperor and his consort as the empress. There was a large oak tree south of the sacrificial altar. On the day of amnesty, a rooster was placed on its top, and it was given the title of "Golden - Rooster Tree". She composed the "Ascending to the Peak and Expressing Aspirations" herself and engraved it on a stone for posterity. She changed the Mingtang Hall to the Tongtian Palace and cast nine tripods representing the nine states, placing them in their respective directions in the court. She also collected gold from all over the country to make a large ceremonial bell, but the project was not completed. After a long time, she renamed the Temple of Ancestors as the Temple of Venerated Ancestors, with the same rituals as those for the Imperial Ancestral Temple. Soon, she changed the Temple of Venerated Ancestors back to the Imperial Ancestral Temple.  

Since Xue Huaiyi's death, Zhang Yizhi and Zhang Changzong had won the empress dowager's favor. She then established the Konghe Office, which had a supervisor, a deputy supervisor, a secretary, a clerk, etc. The supervisor held the third - rank position, and Zhang Yizhi was appointed to this post. The empress dowager knew that the people were not in favor of the Wu clan princes. Previously, Emperor Zhongzong had returned from Fangzhou and was reinstated as the crown prince. Fearing that after her death, the Wu clan would be persecuted by the Tang royal family and have no place to die, she summoned the Wu clan members, Prince Xiang, and Princess Taiping to swear an oath in the Mingtang Hall, vowing before Heaven and Earth. Iron certificates were made and stored in the History Office. She changed the administrative office of the Hao Mausoleum to the Panlong Terrace. At the beginning of the Jiushi era, the Konghe Office was renamed the Tianji Office and then the Fengchen Office. The position of supervisor was changed to director, and the left and right Konghe officials became Fengchen Gentlemen. Zhang Yizhi was reappointed as the director.  

In the first year of Shenlong, the empress dowager was ill and didn't recover for a long time. She stayed in the Yingxian Courtyard. The prime minister Zhang Jianzhi and Cui Xuanwei and others proposed a plan and asked Emperor Zhongzong to lead troops in to execute Zhang Yizhi and Zhang Changzong. Then General Li Duozuo of the Feathered Forest Army led the troops in through the Xuanwu Gate and beheaded the two Zhangs on the left side of the courtyard. When the empress dowager heard about the change and got up, Huan Yanfan stepped forward and requested her to abdicate. The empress dowager lay back down and didn't say a word. Emperor Zhongzong then resumed the throne. The empress dowager was moved to the Shangyang Palace. The emperor led the officials to the Guanfeng Hall to inquire about her well - being. Later, he visited the palace once every ten days. Soon, he visited on the first and fifteenth days of each lunar month. The officials of the Fengchen Office were abolished. The Wu clan temple in the eastern capital was selected as the Chongzun Temple, and its name was changed to Chong'en Temple. The ancestral temples of the Tang dynasty were restored. All the princes of the Wu clan had their titles downgraded. In that year, the empress dowager passed away at the age of eighty - one. Her will stated that she should be called the Grand Empress Dowager Zetian, and the title of emperor was removed. She was posthumously titled the Grand Empress Zetian and was buried in the Qianling Mausoleum.  

At this time, Wu Sansi had an affair with Empress Wei and regained power. Then there was a severe drought, and it rained whenever people prayed at the mausoleum. Wu Sansi persuaded the emperor to issue an edict that the sacrificial ceremonies at the Chong'en Temple should be the same as those at the Imperial Ancestral Temple, and the altar boys should be the sons of fifth - rank officials. Doctor Yang Fu said, "The altar boys at the Imperial Ancestral Temple are the sons of seventh - rank officials. It's not appropriate for the Chong'en Temple to use the sons of fifth - rank officials." The emperor asked, "Can the Imperial Ancestral Temple be the same as the Chong'en Temple?" Yang Fu replied, "The Chong'en Temple is for the private worship of the Wu clan. If we measure the emperor's temple by the standard of a minister's temple, it's an act of overstepping; if we measure a minister's temple by the standard of the emperor's temple, it's confusing." So the matter was stopped. After the parties of Empress Wei and the Wu clan were exterminated, an edict was issued to restore the title of Heavenly Empress to Empress Dowager Zetian and to abolish the Chong'en Temple and its mausoleum. In the first year of Jingyun, she was titled the Grand Heavenly Empress. When Princess Taiping
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