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A Freer/Sack ler ex hibit ex am ines the em presses of the Qing Dy nasty, who of ten had more
power than the royal men.

In 1905, seven years be fore the end of China’s Qing Dy nasty, Alice Roo sevelt, the daugh ter
of Pres i dent Theodore Roo sevelt, vis ited Beijing’s For bid den City. She met the ail ing Em -
press Dowa ger Cixi, who pre sented her with a black Pekingese dog named Manchu.
Ig nor ing the Con fu cian maxim that “Women should not take part in pub lic a� airs,” Cixi
had made her self China’s de facto ruler, tak ing con trol of state a� airs and in ter na tional
re la tions. In the United States, mean while, anti-Chi nese sen ti ment was rife, and Roo -
sevelt’s high level visit could not smooth over the coun tries’ di� er ences over an im mi gra -
tion treaty. Roo sevelt went home with Manchu, but China con tin ued its boy cott of U.S.
prod ucts.
Was Cixi’s power un usual for a woman in China? Who were the Qing Dy nasty’s pre vi ous
pow er ful em presses? And what, any way, is an “em press dowa ger”?
Th ese are among the ques tions ad dressed in a su perb ex hi bi tion at the Smith so nian’s
Arthur M. Sack ler Gallery. There are oth ers, too, such as: What did Qing (pro nounced
“Ching”) em presses look like? What things did they own, wear and use? And what do th ese
things tell us about them, about im pe rial rule and about China in gen eral?
“Em presses of China’s For bid den City, 1644-1912,” the big gest show at the Sack ler in a
decade, comes to Wash ing ton 40 years af ter the reestab lish ment of diplo matic re la tions
be tween the United States and China. It is the fruit of a col lab o ra tion be tween two Amer i -
can mu se ums and Beijing’s Palace Mu seum, also known as the For bid den City.

A provoca tive new ex hi bi tion at the Arthur M. Sack ler Gallery re veals the
power of im pe rial women
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It’s a se ri ous un der tak ing at ev ery level: diplo matic, � nan cial, schol arly and artis tic. Al -
most all of the ob jects in the show have come from the Palace Mu seum. They in clude
large-scale por traits, painted screens, silk robes, fes tive head dresses, hand
scrolls, fans, hair or na ments, bracelets, fur ni ture and a heavy Bud dhist stupa made from
gold and sil ver.
The stupa, which is adorned with co ral, turquoise, lapis lazuli and other semi precious
stones, was com mis sioned by the Qian long Em peror in honor of his mother, the Em press
Dowa ger Chongqing, af ter her death. In side is a box with a lock of her hair. The Qian long
Em peror, who ruled over one of the largest em pires the world had ever seen, mi cro man -
aged its cre ation, con tin u ally is su ing new in struc tions, so that it ended up be ing twice as
tall and far more elab o rate than the orig i nal de sign.
The ob ject sug gests some thing more than just mourn ing, more than just “My dear mother,
I loved her.” It sug gests rev er ence. It sug gests power.
The Qing Dy nasty lasted 268 years, from 1644 un til 1912, when the Em press Dowa ger
Longyu signed ab di ca tion pa pers on be half of the 5-year-old Xuan tong em peror — Puyi,
the “Last Em peror.”
Two hun dred and sixty-eight years is a lot of ground to cover. So the ex hi bi tion cu ra tors —
Jan Stu art of the Freer/Sack ler and Daisy Yiyou Wang of the Pe abody Es sex Mu seum in
Salem, Mass. (where the show opened last sum mer) — nar rowed their fo cus to �ve key
women.
One of th ese, the Em press Xiaozhuang, was a wife, mother and grand mother of em per ors
and an in �u en tial po lit i cal �g ure dur ing the �rst years of the Qing Dy nasty, which started
when a Manchurian clan al lied with dis parate pow ers over threw the Ming Dy nasty.
Two oth ers, the Em press Dowa ger Chongqing and the Em press Xiaox ian, were con nected
to the Qian long Em peror (mother and wife, re spec tively). The � nal two, Em press Dowa ger
Ci’an and Em press Dowa ger Cixi, were im por tant �g ures dur ing the � nal decades of the
Qing Dy nasty.
Still, the show is not di rectly about th ese women. It is about the ob jects from the Palace
Mu seum and what they tell us about the roles of em press and em press dowa ger.
Al though Chi nese em per ors had mul ti ple spouses, known as con sorts, each of whom was
given one of eight ranks, there was only one em press at a time. Con sorts could ad vance to a
higher rank by bear ing a son. Each son had an op por tu nity to be come em peror, no mat ter
the rank of his mother, so there was �erce com pe ti tion among the con sorts.
Each em peror’s mother had spe cial sta tus as an “em press dowa ger.” (That same ti tle
could also be given to the wid owed pri mary wife of the em peror’s fa ther.) The em press
dowa ger was ranked above the em press. She was sec ond only to the em peror in the im pe -
rial fam ily.
If the idea be hind the show is to ar gue that Chi nese women near the top of the royal hi er -
ar chy wielded power and in �u ence, it also ac knowl edges that his tor i cal re vi sion ism can go
only so far. The �rst sen tence in Wang and Stu art’s cat a logue in tro duc tion is: “By to day’s
stan dards, the re stric tions im posed on em presses in China’s last dy nasty are shock ing.”
Th ese women, they go on, were the “in alien able pos ses sions of the monar chy,” their TOP:
“The Qian long Em peror and Im pe rial Woman Hunt ing a Deer,” by court painters, prob a bly
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at the Wish-Ful �ll ing Stu dio, circa 1760-79. ABOVE: “Em press Dowa ger Chongqing at the
Age of Eighty,” (1771) by Ig natius Sichel barth (Ai Qi meng), Yi Lan tai and Wang Ruxue.
lives were con trolled by strin gent codes, and their free dom and op por tu ni ties were se -
verely re stricted. Their most im por tant job was to pro duce chil dren — above all, sons.
“Yet,” they con tinue, “if you en gage with th ese women on their own terms, and within
their his tor i cal con text and don’t try to pull them into the present, their ex pe ri ences prove
en light en ing as they made mean ing ful for them selves within — and some times be yond —
the for mal stric tures of the court.”
I can see why Wang and Stu art felt the need to say this. But I also wish we could move be -
yond the kind of moral van ity, failed imag i na tion and forced in fan til ism that de mands this
kind of hand-hold ing. It’s as if the idea of di� er ent cul tures hav ing di� er ent mores, and
in deed the ex is tence of his tory it self — which, let’s face it, is one long litany of in jus tice —
were too much for peo ple to get their heads around.
Never mind. Wang and Stu art have done an ex em plary job. Among the most mov ing things
in the show is a poem by the ar tis ti cally in clined Qian long Em peror, in scribed in his own
hand on pre cious, 11th-cen tury brown pa per. He wrote it months af ter the death of his
wife, soul mate and child hood sweet heart, the Em press Xiaox ian. Heart bro ken by the
death of her 2-year-old son, Xiaox ian had fallen ill on a trip to east ern China with her hus -
band.
The poem is ti tled “Ex press ing My Grief.” It ful �lls the prom ise of its ti tle with poignant
aplomb:
There are times when I �nd a brief respite,
Yet, be fore long, my feel ings are a� ected
And I break down once more. I can well be lieve that life is a dream,
And that all things are but empty.
The Qing em pire was vast. It ex celled at as sim i lat ing di� er ent cul tural tra di tions, in clud -
ing Western-style pic to rial in �u ences. The Qian long Em peror, in par tic u lar, was fond of
an at trac tive hy brid of Western and Chi nese pic ture-mak ing known as “scenic il lu sion
paint ing.”
A lovely ex am ple in the show is a large paint ing of the em peror’s young, chubby-cheeked
son, the fu ture Ji aqing Em peror, wav ing out at the viewer, while his mother, be lieved to be
the third-rank con sort, Ling, stands so lic i tously be side him. As in Ve lazquez’s “Las Men i -
nas,” the im plied viewer is the child’s fa ther — in this case the em peror him self.
The paint ing dou bles as a view through a win dow. Trompe l’oeil win dow frames and tricks
of per spec tive make it seem as if mother and child are in a room be tween the em peror’s
own (where we are) and a scenic ex te rior re plete with bam boo grove, rocks and aus pi cious
pe onies. To re in force the il lu sion and the doll house e� ect, the en tire top half of the paint -
ing is given over to an empty room up stairs.
Among the show’s most lus trous items are fes tive robes, or “jifu,” worn by Qing em -
presses. A tra di tional duty of em presses was to over see the pro duc tion of silk, so th ese as -
ton ish ing robes, made from pat terned silk satin and em broi dery and dec o rated with sym -
bolic mo tifs, were spe cial ex pres sions of their in �u ence. A hi er ar chy of colors di clives
tated that yel low be used by only the most se nior im pe rial women. Other colors and mo tifs
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were in tro duced, of ten in ways that broke with con ven tion and ex pressed the spe cial
predilec tions of the wearer.
The most ubiq ui tous sym bol in the show is the myth i cal phoenix. It is painted, em broi -
dered on socks and silk fans, carved into stone seals and de picted in cloi sonné screens. Sa…
to alight on paulow nia trees “only dur ing times of just and proper rule,” the phoenix was
not ex clu sively as so ci ated with women. But it ap pears so com monly in ob jects con nected
with pow er ful women that, as you walk through the show, phoenix and em press come to
feel vir tu ally syn ony mous.
God knows why, but I hap pened to have Sinead O’Con nor’s great song “Troy” in my head
when I saw the show. The song’s rag ing, heart bro ken mood is at odds with the show’s am -
biance of ex quis ite calm. And yet O’Con nor’s sim ple lyric, de liv ered with ut most drama at
the song’s cli max, chimed un can nily with the ex hibit’s theme of fe male power sup pressed
in one sphere yet made man i fest in oth ers: “I will rise. And I will re turn. A phoenix from
the �ames!” Em presses of China’s For bid den City, 1644-1912 Through June 23 at the
Arthur M. Sack ler Gallery. 202-633-1000.


