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The Death of TUOBA Chu in 557 during the North-South
Dynasties Period (220-589) of China: Nature of Historical Narratives
with Reference to the Purge of the Imperial Family of Western Wei

AIDA Daisuke

During the North-South Dynasties Period of China, several dynasties were replaced by
other dynasties in short periods of time. At the occasion of the replacement, it is historically
well-known that the last emperor of a former dynasty was Kkilled and his family members
were all purged. For example, the Zizhi Tongjian, a history book written by SIMA Guang in
1065, clearly mentions that Emperor Gong (537-557; r. 554-556) of Western Wei of the
Northern Dynasties was killed shortly after he was succeeded by Emperor Xiaomin who
established the Northern Zhou Dynasty in 557. It is very noteworthy that this was not
recorded in the official history of China. The Zhoushu, official history of Northern Zhou
Dynasty, only hints that members of the imperial family of Western Wei were purged.

Indeed, very few historic sources mentioning the killing of Emperor Gong and the
purge of his family members are available. Accordingly, the author attempts to overcome
this difficulty by utilizing archaeologically excavated sources, such as the tomb epitaph of
TUOBA Chu, the oldest son of Emperor Gong. The author also examines the nature of the
narratives of the Kkilling of Emperor Gong and the purge of his family members in the
Zhoushu and Beishi, official histories compiled at the beginning of Tang China.

According to the tomb epitaph of TUOBA Chu, he died at the age of three in the
second month of 557 (lunar calendar). It is very likely that he was killed because his father
was Kkilled in the same year. Furthermore, the younger brothers of Emperor Gong were also
killed in the second month of 557. Around that time, ZHAO Gui, an elder statesman who
rendered a great service to the Western Wei Dynasty, was also purged. Indeed, YUWEN
Hu who maintained the real power in the Northern Zhou Dynasty, purged some family
members of the Western Wei imperial family, along with ZHAO Gui. It seems that those
who were purged at that time were, however, restricted to members of the direct
descendants of Emperor Gong and his father, Emperor Wen. Rulers of the Northern Zhou
Dynasty did so in order to demonstrate the high “virtue” of Emperor Xiaomin, based on
precedents of Liao Dynasty (502-557) of the Southern Dynasties and Northern Qi Dynasty
(550-577).

While the killing of Emperor Gong and the purge of his family members were not
mentioned in the Zhoushu and Beishi, the killing of Emperor Xiaojing of Eastern Wei in 552
and the purge of his family members by rulers of Northern Qi were clearly recorded in the
Beiqishu and Beishi. This difference in narratives of history was, the author speculates,
resulted from Tang Chinese conviction that the Northern Zhou was a legitimate dynasty
and morally superior to the Northern Qi Dynasty. In other words, Tang Chinese historians
intentionally hid the killing of Emperor Gong and the purge of his family members by
Northern Zhou rulers.

65



EE PN

Keywords: Early Chinese history, Northern Zhou, Western Wei, dynastic succession, purge,
narratives in history.

66



