RE-ESTABLISHING THE EMPIRE: THE SUI AND TANG DYNASTIES

THE COSMOPOLITAN EMPIRES: SUI AND TANG CHINA

North and south Chinawere politically reunited in 589 when the Sui Dynasty (581-618 AD) defeated the
last of the Southern Dynasties. After only twogenerations, the Sui wasitselfreplaced by the Tang
Dynasty (618-907AD), but progress toward cultural,economicand political reunification continued,
especially under three forceful rulers: Taizong, Empress Wu and Xuanzong. The capital cities of Chang'an
and Luoyangattracted people not only from all parts of China but also from all parts of Asia. The arts,
and above allpoetry, thrived in this environment. After the massiverebellionofthe general An Lushan
wracked China inthe mid-eighth century, many of the centralizing features of the government were
abandoned, and power fellmore and more to regional military governors. Yet late Tang should not be
viewed simply in terms of dynastic decline,as art and culture continued to flourish.

THE SUI REUNIFICATION OF CHINA

THE SUI REUNIFICATION OF CHINAThat reunification cameabout from the north is not surprising, since
by the fifth century the southhad largely abandoned hope of reconquering the north. Reunification was
delayed, however, by the civil war in the north after 523. This changed in 577 when the Northern Zhou
Dynasty defeated the Northern Qi, which freedup its armiesto take on the south. The rulers of
Northern Zhou were not Chinese, though in this period ethnicity was fluid and intermarriage among
ethnic groups wascommon. Generally ethnicity was considered tobe passed downwith family names
onthe father's side, but family names could be changed. Yang Jian, the founder of the Sui Dynasty,
claimed descent from HanChinese, but Yang was one of the names given to Xianbeisettlersin thefifth
century, so his ancestors might well have beenXianbei. YangJian's daughtermarriedinto the non-
Chinese Yuwen family, the Northern Zhou royal house, after which YangJian usurped the throne from
his daughter's young son and proclaimed himself emperor of the new Suidynasty.He was known as
Wendi, the "cultured emperor" (r. 581-604). Wendi presided overthe reunification of China, building
thousands of boatsto compete for control of the Yangzi River. Some of those ships were manned by
aboriginesfrom southeasternSichuan, recently conquered by the Sui.By late 588, Sui had over halfa
million troops deployed along the north bank of the Yangzi, from Sichuan to the Pacific Ocean. Within
three months, Suihad captured Nanjing, andthe rest of the southsoon submitted. After capturing
Nanjing, the Sui commandersforced the nobles and officials resident thereto move to the new Sui

capital at Chang'an.

Both Wendi and hisempress were pious Buddhists anddrew on Buddhism to legitimise the Sui Dynasty.
Wendi portrayed himself as a Cakravartin king, a Buddhist monarch who used military force to defend



the Buddhist faith. In 601, in imitation of the BuddhistIndian king Ashoka the Great, he had relics of the
Buddha distributed to temples throughout the country. Both Wendi and his successor, Yangi (r. 604-
617 ), had grand ambitionsto rebuild an empire comparable to the Han. The Sui helpedtie north and
south China togetherby a major feat of construction: the Grand Canal. Builtby conscriptedlaborers, the
canal linked the Yellow and Yangzi rivers. In later dynasties, this canalwould be extended northeast as
far as Beijingandto the south as far as Hangzhou. The Suicanalwas 130feet wide and ran parallelto an
imperial road with relay postsandsupply granaries. Easy water transport made it much easier to ship
tax grain from the southto the centers of political and military power in north China. However, both Sui
emperors viewed their empireasincomplete because they had not recoveredthe parts of modern
Korea and Vietnam that the Han Dynasty had held. The Hanoi area was easily recovered in 602, and the
few years later the Sui army pushedfarther south. Although the Sui troops were victoriousin the
Champa region of southernVietnam, many succumbed to disease, as northern soldiers did nothave
immunity to tropical diseases suchas malaria.

Recovering northern Korea proved anelusive goal. The Koreanstate of Koguryo had its capital near
modern Pyongyang and also heldsouthern Manchuria wasfar astheLiao River. Whenin 598 AD,
Koguryo troops joined a raid into Sui territory, Wendi ordered three hundred thousandtroopsto
retaliate. However, the Sui army had to turnback when food supplies ran short. Asupply fleet sentfrom
Shandonglost many of itsvesselsin storms andaccomplished nothing. Another attempt was made in
611 .Three hundred shipswere built in Shandong and Yangdi himselftraveledto the region of modern
Beijing to oversee preparations. Reportedly, six hundred thousand men were conscripted and sent
overland for the invasion. Again, however, supplies sent by ship failed toresupply them,and the vast
majority of the soldiers sentacross the Yalu River did notmakeit back to China. The cost to the Sui
Dynasty of this military debacle was enormous. When floods, droughts and epidemics reached areas
that had been hard pressed by conscription, army deserters turned into bandits. Nevertheless, Yangdi
was determined totry a thirdtimeto take Korea. The 613 expedition crossed the Liao River and set
siege to Koguryo strongholds, but the campaign was cut short when word reached the emperor of a
major rebellion incentral China.Still, in 614 Yangdiordered the Korea campaign continued. This time
the naval force made enough progress that the Koguryo king sought for peace and Yangdicould claim
victory. When the Koreanking failed to appear at the Sui court as he had been commanded, Yangdi
began mobilizing for a fourth campaign in 615. Unrest was growing so serious, however, that nothing
came ofit. Yangdi, by leading the Koreancampaign himself, was personally humiliated by theirfailures.
The imperial dreams of the Sui emperors had resulted in exhaustion and unrest among the Chinese
people.

THE FOUNDING OF THE TANG DYNASTYWith the Sui government unraveling, power wasseizedat the
local levelby several kinds of actors: bandit leaders and local elites trying to organize defense of their
own. The contender who eventually founded the Tang Dynasty was Li Yuan, the Sui governor of Taiyuan,
and his general son, Li Shimin, known respectively by the imperialnames Gaozu (r. 618-626) and Taizong
(r. 626-649). The Sui emperor Yangdiand Taizong werein fact first cousins. Though probably of non-
Chinese ethnicity, the Tangimperial family presented themselves as Chinese by descent, muchas the Sui
imperial family had. Taizong, was not Gaozu's original heir, but in 626 he ambushed and killed his two
brothers, one of whom wasthe heir apparent. Despite these violent beginnings, Taizong proved a
capable monarch, whoissueda new legal code which would have great influence on thelegal systems of
China, Vietnam, Korea and Japan for many yearsto come. The Tang turned away from the military
culture ofthe Northern Dynasties and sought officials steeped in Confucian learing. Government



schools were founded toprepare young men for service in the government and recruitment through the
examination system grew inimportance. In the Tang system, there weretwo principal examinations.
One, known as the mingjing, tested knowledge of the Confucian classics, whilethe other tested not
memorization butliterary skill. It tested the ability to compose formal styles of poetry as well as essays
on political questions. This examination, known as the jinshi, was more demanding, but broughtmore
prestige.

Duringthe sixth century, a new ethnic group emerged as the dominant group on the Inner Asian frontier:
the Turks. To keep them in check, the Tang government used all the old diplomaticand military
strategies. They repaired fortifications, received trade and tribute missions, sentprincesses as brides,
and instigated conflict between different tribes. Eventually, manyethnic Turks were recruitedinto the
Tangarmies. In 630, the Tang wrested control of Shaanxi and southern Mongolia from the Turks, and
Taizong himself was crowned Great Khan of the Turks. For the nexthalf century, Tang China dominated
the steppe. Turks were settled in the Ordos region, as the Xiongnu hadbeenin Han times, and several
thousands of Turkist families cameto live in Chang'an.Joint Chinese-Turkish campaigns into Central Asia
inthe 640s and 650s resultedin Chinaregaining overlordship of the region muchas ithad during the
Han Dynasty.

The Tangretained the city of Chang'an, which the Sui had built, asits capitaland made Luoyangits
secondary capital. Both cities became great metropolises, with Chang'an and its suburbs growing to
more than 2 million inhabitants. At these cosmopolitancities, knowledge of the outside worldwas
stimulated by the presence of envoys, merchants and pilgrims from Central Asia, Japan, Korea, Vietnam,
and Tibet, among other places. Many religions were practiced, including Christianity, Manichaeism,
Zoroastrianism, Judaism andlIslam, although none of them influencea the Chinese population the way
Buddhism had a few centuries earlier. In both the sacred and secular spheres, theintroduction of new
instrumentsand tunes from India, Iran and Central Asia brought about a majortransformationin
Chinese music. In Tang times, Buddhism fully penetrated Chinese daily life. Buddhist monasteriesran
schools for children, provided lodging for travelers and offered scholars and officials a place to gather
for social occasions. Merchants entrusted their money and wares to monasteries for safekeeping,in
effect transforming the monasteries into banks and warehouses. The wealthy often donated money or
land to monasteries, making them large landlords. In the Tang period, stories of Buddhist origin were
spread by monks, who told stories to a mostlyilliterate audience. One of the best known of these stories
concered a man named Mulian who journeyed to the underworld to save his mother from hersuffering
there. The popularity of this story gaveriseto the Chinese ghostfestival on thefifteenth day of the
seventh month. On that day, Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike would putout food to feed hungry
ghosts sufferingin the afterlife. At the intellectual level, Buddhism was developingin distinctly Chinese
directions. Among the educatedelite, the Chan school (known asZen in Japan) gained popularity,
especially inthe north. The "northern" tradition of Chanemphasized meditation and monastic discipline.
The "southern" tradition was even moreiconoclastic, holding thatenlightenment could be achieved
suddenly through a flash of insight, even without prolonged meditation. In the late Tang period,
opposition to Buddhism arose becauseits tax-exempt status aggravated the state's financial problems.
In 845, more than 4,600 monasteries and 40,000 temples were closed down. The monastic tradition
never fully recovered. Buddhism retained a strong holdamong laypeople, and basic Buddhist ideas like
karma and reincarnation becameingrained, but Buddhismwas never again as central to Chinese life as it
was inTangtimes.



EMPRESS WUThe mid-Tang Dynasty saw several women rise to positions of greatpolitical power.
Empress Wu (ca. 625-705) wentso far asto take thethrone herself. Although Wu entered Emperor
Gaozong's palacein651asa lesser consort, within a few years she convinced him to demote his
empress and promote herselfin her place. Four years later Gaozong suffereda stroke, and Empress Wu
began to make decisionsin his place. By the AD670s, Empress Wu's oldestson, the heir apparent, was
beginning to take stands on issues, even sometimes opposing his mother'sideas. Whenhe died in 675,
many suspected thatshe had poisoned him. After morethantwenty years asa puppetruler, Emperor
Gaozongfinally died in683.The seventeenyearold heir apparent, posthumously known as Zhongzong,
took the throne. After six weeks, Empress Wu had him deposed because he tried to appoint his wife's
father as chancellor. Another one of her sons, known as Ruizong, was then placed on thethrone, but he
was keptina separate palaceand rarely consulted. Now nearly sixty years old, Empress Wu began to
use the Chinese term for the royal 'we'. Until690 Empress Wu had been contentto be the power behind
the throne. That year, however, when she was about sixty-five years old, she brought about herson's
abdication anddeclared herself empress of a new Zhou Dynasty.She became China'sfirst and only
female empress. She did not designate an heir, apparently unsure whether sheshould let one of her
own sons succeed her or have successiongo to a member of her natal Wu family. In 697, when she was
over seventy, she hadher eldest surviving son, Zhongzong, broughtback from exileand made heir
apparent. Still, all through her seventies she retained power. It was notuntil 705 when she was about
eightyand tooill to get out of bed, that the high officials successfully pressured her to abdicate.

AN LUSHAN REBELLION AND ITS AFTERMATHANn Lushan was ahalf Sogdian, half Turk commander of the
frontier army in Northern Hubei. He was a professional soldierfrom a family of soldiers, with experience
fighting the Manchurian Khitans. When An Lushan rebelled in755AD, he had an army of more thanone
hundred thousand veteran troops. They struck southward, headed towards Luoyang. The court,on
getting news of the advance, began to raise an army, but the new recruits were no match for the
veterans. With thefall of the capital imminent, the heir apparent left to raise troopsin western Shaanxi
and Emperor Xuanzong fled west towards Sichuan. The troops accompanying Xuanzong mutinied,and
the heir apparent, in the meantime, was convinced by his followers to enthrone himself, which
Xuanzong did not contest. How did the Tang Dynasty manageto recover from this disaster? They had to
make many compromises. To recover the capital, the Tang called on the Uighurs, a Turkish people allied
with the Tang. After the Uighurs took Chang'anfrom the rebels, they looted itand would not leave until
they were paid off with huge quantities of silk. Thereafter, to keepthe Uighurs from raiding, the Tang
had to trade silk for horses at extortionate rates. Yet the Uighurs were only one of China's troublesome
neighbors in this period. Antagonistic states were consolidating themselves all along Tang's borders,
from Parhae on the northeast, to Tibetin the west, and Nanzhao on the southwestern Yunnan area.
When Tang had to withdraw troops from the western frontier to fight An Lushan's forces, the Tibetans
took advantage of the opportunity to claim overlordship of the Silk Road cities themselves. Although the
Tibetan empire collapsed in 842 and the Uighur confederation broke up soonafter that, the Tang court
no longer had the ambition to dominate Central Asia. Tang did not respond when Nanzhao attackedthe
Tang prefectures in northern Vietnam, and though Tang sent an army to reassert control, the
Vietnamesedeclared their independencein the tenthcentury.

After the rebellionof An Lushan, the Tang central government shared political and military power with
the military governors. After 860, this system no longer worked to maintain order. Bandit gangs, some
as large assmallarmies, roamed the countryside and set siege to walled cities. Suchgangs smuggled
illicit salt, ambushed merchants and tax convoys,and went on wildrampages throughoutthe



countryside.Duringthecentury from 860to 960, political and military power devolvedto the locallevel.
Any local strongmanable to organize defense against rebels and bandits could declare himself king or
even emperor. Many of these local rulers rose from very humble origins; one had startedout asa mere
merchant's slave. In thesouth, no self-proclaimed king ever consolidated more than the equivalent of
one or two modern provinces.Thus, the situation known asthe 'Ten Kingdoms'arose insouth China.
However, political fragmentation did not impair the economy of the south. In fact,in their eagernessto
expand their tax bases, rulers of the southernkingdoms did theirbest to promote trade and tax it. In the
north, many of the regional warlords were notChinese, but Turks. Both Chang'an and Luoyang had been
devastated by thefighting of the late Tang period, and Kaifeng, locatedat the mouth of the Grand Canal,
became the leadingcity in north China. Yet none of the Five Dynasties thatin succession held Kaifeng
was able to build a stable governmentbefore being ousted by rivals. After a hundred years of political
chaos, Emperor Taizu of the new Song Dynasty (r. 960-979 AD) endedthe upheaval of the Ten Kingdoms

and Five Dynasties period.
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