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The Tale of Yang Kwei-fei

By Mrs. Flora L. Wu

Yang Yu-huan, daughter of Yang Hsuan-yen, was the royal concubine of
Emperor Hsuan-tsung. She was born in Szechuen and brought up in the
home of her uncle Yang Shih-chiao, for her parents died while she was still a
little givl.

In the year 737, Ewmperor Hsuan-tsung lost his favourite concubine
Wuhui. Though there were still thousands of beautiful maids-of-honour living
in the palace, none succeeded in attracting the royal attention. In October of
the year 740 he went on a vacation to Palace Hua-chin, a hot spring resort
by the side of Li-shan on the outskirts of Chang-an, the capital of the Tang
Empire. The Emperov sent Kao Li-shih, the chief attendant, to search for a
girl called Yang Yu-huan. Her reputation for beauty had spread far and
wide and had even reached the Emperor’s ear. At that time, she was living in
the palace of Prince Shou, the eighteenth son of the Emperor. On receiving the
imperial orvder, Yang Yu-huan could not but obey and follow Kao Li-shih to
Palace Hua-chin. The moment the Ewmperor saw the great beauty, he was
overwhelmed with joy. Pretending she wished to become a nun out of her own
will, Yang Yu-huan was led to live in a convent within the royal palace and
given the religious name of Tai-chen. At the same time, Prince Shou was
given another concubine in compensation. Then in July of the year 745,
Emperor Hsuan-tsung made Tai-chen, the fofhéer Yang Yu-huan, his roval
concubine of the first rank with the title of Kwei-fei.

Kwei-fei was exceptionally beautiful and intelligent. Her figure was full
and yet fine and delicate. She was able to play musical instruments and write
verses, not to mention singing and dancing. Moveover, she had a pleasing
personality and sweet disposition. She always knew what to say and how to
act and was sensitive to the feelings of others. Naturally, she soon captured
the heart of the Emperor and the favors Emperor Hsuan-tsung bestowed on her
were equal to those of a legitimate queen.

Kwei-fei had three sisters, all as beautiful and capable as herself.
Emperor Hsuan-tsung was very much pleased with them, and gave each of
them a distinguished title. The eldest sister was given the title of Lady Han
and her third and eighth sisters were given the titles of Lady Kuo and Lady
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Chin respectively. As for her two brothers, Yang Hsien and Yang I, they
were given important positions in the royal court. Soon, their power and
influence became so great that no official would dare to disobey their orders or
to offend them. Thenceforth the front gates of these five families were daily
thronged with people, trying hard to win their favour with gifts.

There was another member in the family who later became the cause of
the tragic ending of Emperor Hsuan-tsung’s romantic life. Yang Kuo-chung,
son of Chang Yi-chih, was the adopted son of the Yangs when his mother
remarried. He was an ambitious man of very cunning and deceitful character,
always intriguing for greater power and tactfully trying to win the confidence
of the Emperor. Therefore, through Kwei-fei's effort, he was entrusted by
Emperor Hsuan-tsung with state affairs and became very powerful in the royal
court.

One day in July of the year 746, owing to a minor misdemeanor, Kwei-
fei was sent back to her brother Yang Hsien's home. She left before noon and
Emperor Hsuan-tsung could hardly eat anything at lunch. Kao Li-shih who
understood what was troubling him, suggested that some food and articles be
sent to Kwei-fei. It was not proper for the Emperor to speak straight out
how much he wanted her back, he could only order that some of his own food
should be sent to her. As The poor Emperor became very restless and irritable,
he began to lose his temper and chide the people around him. Though the
Emperor said nothing when the clever Kao Li-shih Eneeled and kowtowed to
him, begging him to send for Kwei-fei, Kao Li-shih knew immediately that
silent approval was granted and the city gate on An-hsin road was opened
wide to welcome Kwei-fei back that very night. As soon as Kwei-fei kneeled
before him admitting her fault, the Emperor was no longer angry. He gently
lifted her up and tenderly held her in his arms. After much caressing and
consoling, Kwei-fei became so sweet and cajoling that all the anger and sorrow
of the Emperor evaporated like smoke in the thin air. All was forgotten and
forgiven.

After the reunion, Emperor Hsuan-tsung became all the more indulgent
in his love for Kwei-fei. It goes without saying that the powers of the Yangs
had become even greater and the sisters were given one thousand kwans each (a
string of ome thousand coins is a kwan) annually as pocket money for powder
and rouge; and what is more, the sisters and brothers all lived in mansions as
beautiful as the palace, with numerous servants and carrviages. In short, the
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extravagant life they were leading was second to none in the city of Chang-an.

The fabulous extravagance enjoyed by Kwei-fei in the royal court was
beyond description. There were hundreds of attendants constantly at her service.
Besides the seven hundred weavers and embroidery-workers, there were several
hundred goldsmiths and sculptors. Yang-yi, for instance, worked his way .to
becoming the governor of Kwantung province merely through his zeal in'searching
for the best and the most artistic workers to make clothes exclusively for
Kwei-fei. Kwei-fei loved to eat lichee, a fruit very sweet and juicy produced in
Kwangtung in South China. Every year when lichees were ripe and abundant,
they were delivered to the palace by relayed riders. They ran eight hundred
Li (about 260 miles) a day, stopping only to be replaced by new riders
station after station. In such a way, the long jowrney-was made within seven
days and the lichees were kept fresh when they reached Chang-an.

Wherever Emperor Hsuan-tsung went, Kwei-fei was always at his side.
Every year in October the Emperor would go to palace Hua-chin on a vacation,
accompanied by the Yangs in five groups, each liveried in its own special
color. When gathered in procession, they looked like colorful flowers in full
bloom, so beautiful and brilliant. Wherever they passed, they carelessly dropped
behind precious hair-pins, earrings, jades, emeralds, and even lady’s shoes
together with a trace of fragrance of lady’s powders and rouges.

It was said that marriages of the princes and princesses of the roval famil y
were left to the discretion of Lady Han and Lady Kwo. And it was aZso
understood that no approval from the Emperor would be given without first
presenting the two ladies with a bribery of ome thousand kwans. Morecver,
Lady Kuo even had a love affair with Yang Kuo-chung, her foster brother. Thus
the people throughout the country became more and more resentful of their
extravagance and wrongdoing, which was the cause of the forthcoming disaster.

In the year 750, Kwei-fei for the second time offended the Emperor and
was sent back to her brother's home. At that time, an official called Chinwen
had many friends in the royal court and was on intimate terms with most of
them. After a careful deliberation with Yang Kuo-chung, he made a proposal to
the Emperor saying: “Kwei-fei, a woman of limited knowledge, offended your
Majesty and got what she deserved. But wouldn't it be better to have her back
and give her a little place to live inside the palace till she dies, so as not to
disgrace her? After all, she has served your Majesty for many years.” Upon
hearing this, the heart of Emperor Hsuan-tsung softened and he again ordered
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his attendant Chang Tao-kwang to have his own food sent to Kwei-fei. With
tears in her eyes, Kwei-fei said to Chang: “I am ready to die, for I have
offended his Majesty. Whatever I have now was given to me by the Empercr
except my body which was flesh and blood of my parents. Now I am ready to die
---"She had no sooner said it, than a lock of her hair was cut down and handed
to Chah;g: “Please j)resent this to his Majesty as a souvenir.” Emperor Hsuan-
lsung was stunned by what he had received and immediately gave order to
have Kwei-fei back. After this second misunderstanding was cleared, they
loved each other all the more passionately. And Yang Kuo-chung, thereupon,
had become the most favorite one of all high rank officials in the royal court,
and was soon promoted to be the Prime Minister, concurrently the commanding
general of Chiennan area, a military area covering ome or two provinces.

With' such great power and influence, he became ever more audacious aid
arrogant.

An Lu-shan, a man of mixed parentage of Han and Hun, was made the
commanding general of Fan-yang area because he had guarded the western
border bravely and with great merit. Moreover, he had completely won the
confidence of the Emperor. As he came to the palace one day to have an
audience with the Emperor, he declined to become a foster brother of the
Yangs though it was the order of the Emperor, but wished to be an adopted
son of Kwei-fei. Such bare-faced fawning to win the good grace of Kwei-fei
was teo obvious to escape adverse comment. He was a man of great ambition.
In November of the year 755, An Lu-shan suddenly rose in revolt and issued
a proclamation enumerating all the counts against Yang Kuo-chung for his
being the cause of weakening the country. Emperor Hsuan-tsung was furious.
He appointed his son, Prince Shou to be the commander-in-chief and take over
all the political affairs. So Yang Kuo-chung was put in a disadvantageous
position and began to feel uncasy. Knowing that the Prince was a brilliant
righteous young man and realizing that their fate was doomed, the Yangs
could do nothing but beg Kwei-fei to put in a word or so for them. The

Emperor, being convinced by Kwei-fei, could not but order the prince to fight
against An Lu-shan instead.

Soon Tung-Kwan fell into the hands of the rebels: and the Emperor,
accompanied by his entourage and the Yang families, decided to retreat to
Szechuen. As soon as they reached Mawei-po, the Crown Prince was warned by
General Chen Hsuan-li. the chief of the royal guards. “Great disturbance and
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dissatisfaction prevail in the army”, he said, “and the morale is low, so¢ it
is necessary that Yang Kuo-chung and his son be put to death”. Though Yang
Kuo-chung was killed then and there, the furious soldiers would not move on.
The truth was that they wanted Kwei-fei to be also put away, for she was
regarded as the real cause of all the disasters. As long as she continued to
be at the side of the Emperor, no one would feel at ease. However angry and
desperate he felt, he could only stamp with rage and gave an order for Kwei-
fei’s death. Dragged out by Kao Li-shih, Kwei-fei was strangled with a long
silk sash. She was then thirty eight years old. She was burried temporarily
by the roadside of Mawei-po.

Not long afterwards the Crown Prince mounted the throne and Emperor
Hsuan-tsung was given the title Grand Emperor. It was in the year 757, when
the country was once more restored to peace, that the Gvand Emperor returned to
the capital city Chang-an from Szechuen. Day and night he thought of Kwei-
fei, feeling very sad and depressed. At her funeral, the old Emperor was
overwhelmed with grief when he saw the little perfumed bag found in her
clothes. Therefore a picture of Kwei-fei was painted on the wall of the
court, which gave him much bitter remembrance as well as consolation, for he
could stare at the picture from morning till night. Not long afterwards he
died: of sorrow, thus ending the love story of a great beauty and an Emperor.



The Lord of Han loved beauty;
In love’s desire he pined.

For years within his palace
Such love he could not find.

A maiden in the house of Yang
Te wedlock’s age had grown.

Brought up within the harem,
And to the world unknown.



