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REFLECTIONS IN THE W ATER-MIRROR:
TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
Empr ess Wu Zetian (CONTINUED)
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A verse of critique says:

Coming from a lowly background,

She feigned to be kind and compassionate.
While scheming and planning carefully,

She displayed an enchanting smiling face.

In pursuit of glory, she deluded the emperor.
Luck was on her side as she fought for power.
With outstanding talent and ability,

She reigned from behind the curtain.

Commentary:

Coming from a lowly background. According to Luo Binwang’s “An Of-
ficial Denunciation of Wu Zhao on Behalf of Xu Jingye”, it is said: “Lady Wu,
the hypocrite who presides over the imperial court, does not possess a gentle
nature and is of humble origin. In the past, she was a low-status attendant of the
Emperor Taizong and later on she gained favor by serving Emperor Gaozong.
She was jealous of all the new ladies who came to serve in the palace, for she
prided herself as being the most exceptional wheteas she felt all the others were
inferior to her. Just like Lady Zheng Xiu [wife of the King of Chu during the
Warring States period], she was good at slandering people and she made use of
her crafty charm to delude her master.” This passage is a very apt description
of her. That is why it is said she came from a lowly background.

She feigned to be kind and compassionate. She appeared to be very
kind and compassionate but it was all a pretense. While scheming and plan-
ning carefully. She only did things that were to her benefit. That is why it is
said she schemed and planned carefully and was good at using psychological
tactics. She displayed an enchanting smiling face. She always adopted a
flattering attitude in the presence of the emperor.

In pursuit of glory, she deluded the emperor. / Luck was on her side
as she fought for power. Both the Emperors Taizong and Gaozong were
besotted by her charm. She also fought for power and as luck would have it,
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everything turned out according to her wishes. With outstanding talent
and ability. How did she achieve this? It was because she was very crafty
and treacherous, yet very talented and capable. Therefore, she reigned
from behind the curtain. At that time, she reigned from behind the

curtain and also became an emperor herself.

Another verse says:
Though talented and intellectual, she was full of hypocrisy.
With a sweet mouth and an evil heart, she was crafty as a ghost.
Emperors past and present fell victim to her wiles;
Fatuous monarchs were trapped by lust.
King You of Zhou and Lady Baosi made fun of
all the feudal lords;
King Zhou of Yin and Lady Daji slit a pregnant
woman’s abdomen.
Do you understand the Dharma spoken by history?
Off by a hair’s breadth, you will miss the mark
by a thousand miles.

Commentary:

Though talented and intellectual, she was full of hypocrisy. The chat-
acter ju’ means ‘to possess certain qualities’. She was quite capable but
at the same time, she was full of hypocrisy. Her behavior was just a false
pretense. With a sweet mouth and an evil heart, she was crafty as a
ghost. Though she was a sweet-talker, her heart was vicious and full of
spite. Her treacherous deeds were akin to those of a clever ghost. Emper-
ors past and present fell victim to her wiles. From time immemorial,
many rulers lost their thrones because of their lust for women. In general,
they just could not give up their fondness for women and hence neglected
the affairs of state. Fatuous monarchs were trapped by lust. Befuddled
monarchs were deluded by lust and this led to their downfall.

King You of Zhou and Lady Baosi made fun of all the feudal
lords: King You of the Western Zhou Dynasty was especially fond of
Lady Baosi. Once, for some reason or other, Lady Baosi simply refused
to smile. After exhausting all means to elicit a smile from her, King You
lit the beacon fires. In ancient times, communications wetre backward as
there were no telephones or airplanes. Therefore, smoke signals were
used as a means of communication because the smoke could rise very
high in the air and was visible for miles around. Once the beacon tow-
ers were lit, this meant that the king was in peril and all the feudal lords
and generals from the various regions would rush back to the capital
with their armies to protect the king. In this case, King You was not in
any particular danger. He lit the beacon fires simply because he wanted
to cheer up Baosi. When the feudal lords arrived at the capital city, they
asked King You, “Is anything the matter?” He replied, “Nothing at alll
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I lit the beacon towers today because Lady Baosi
simply would not smile. At the sight of all of you
rushing here, she was very happy and smiled.” On
hearing this, the feudal lords were bewildered and
thought: “You made all of us travel thousands of
miles here just to make your concubine smile?”
However, there was nothing they could do and King
You asked them to return to their own territories.
Subsequently, when the Quanrong nomads staged an
uprising that proved too formidable for King You’s
personal army to quell, he lit the beacon fires again.
However, the feudal lords did not rush to his aid this
time for they reasoned: “Previously, the King lit the
beacon fires for no purpose other than to cheer up
his concubine. Therefore, there is no necessity for
us to rush to him now as it is likely that he will be playing a trick on us
again.” As a result, King You fell and died. His crown prince fled from
the west to the east to rebuilt the imperial court and that marked the
beginning of the Eastern Zhou Dynasty.

King Zhou of Yin and Lady Daji slit a pregnant woman’s
abdomen. King Zhou of Yin was very fond of Lady Daji and believed
everything that she said. On seeing a pregnant woman on the street,
King Zhou asked Lady Daji, “Esteemed concubine, do you think that
this woman is carrying a boy or a girl?”” Lady Daji replied, “It is a boy.”
The king then asked her how she knew. She explained: “I know that
it is a boy because she puts her left foot forward first when she walks.
If you don’t believe me, then slit her abdomen open to take a look.”
King Zhou agreed and promptly had the pregnant woman seized and
her abdomen slit without regard to her protests. On opening her abdo-
men, he found that it was indeed a boy. However, the fetus was not fully
formed yet and as a result, both the mother and child died. All these
incidents happened due to their love for women. Generally, women are
regarded as misfortunes. Because of their beauty, they can even cause
the downfall of a kingdom.

Therefore, do you understand the Dharma spoken by history?
All these were recorded in the annals of history and are examples of
the dharma being spoken. Do you understand them?

Off by a hair’s breadth, you will miss the mark off by a thou-
sand miles. If you make a slight error, you will encounter endless
misfortune. Thus, even though Empress Wu became an emperor, she

was a bad woman after all.
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