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One can learn a great deal about Chinese history over the last century by watching
director Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor (1987). But it is also helpful to know a
bit about Chinese history in order to fully appreciate the film.
•

•

1906: Aisin-Gioro Puyi is born.
o When Puyi was born, China was in the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911).
o The Qing Dynasty was a foreign dynasty, with a Manchu, not Chinese,
royal family. The Manchus, who had their own language and culture,
originally came from Manchuria, in what is now northeastern China.
However, over the three hundred years of the dynasty, the Manchus
became Sinicized (culturally Chinese).
o China’s decisive defeats in the Opium Wars (1839-1842, 1856-1860) and
the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) showed that China was
technologically inferior to the West and Japan, creating a crisis of
confidence in traditional culture.
o The European nations and Japan used their power to extort unfair
economic and legal advantages from China. In the words of one Western
diplomat, they “cut up China like a melon” into spheres of influence:

o
o However, the Chinese government was paralyzed because effective power
was in the hands of the Empress Dowager, a staunch conservative who
stifled efforts at reform and modernization.
1908: Puyi becomes Emperor (at the age of 2).
o In November of this year, the reigning Emperor Guangxu died, probably
poisoned by the Empress Dowager because he supported political reform.

o In December, Puyi was selected by the Empress Dowager on her deathbed
as the next emperor.

•
•

•

o
1911: The Xinhai Revolution overthrows the Qing Dynasty.
1912: The Republic of China (not to be confused with the People’s Republic of
China) is founded.
o Sun Yat-sen (孫中山) was the primary leader of the Chinese Nationalists
who overthrew the Qing. He was the first President of the Republic of
China, but was quickly pushed from power by general Yuan Shikai. (In
The Last Emperor, Yuan is shown riding in a car in the Forbidden City.)
o The imperial household abdicated on behalf of the Emperor (who was
only 6), but negotiated for him to retain control of the Northern Half of the
Forbidden City (the home of the Qing emperors).
o The Republic of China was nominally a democracy, but the central
government was corrupt, and did not have effective control of the country.
Instead, warlords controlled various parts of China.
1919: May 4th Movement begins.
o China had entered WWI on the part of the Allies, in exchange for a
promise that the German “sphere of influence” in Shandong Province
would be returned to Chinese control after Allied victory.
o As part of the Treaty of Versailles, the Allies violated their promise to
China, and turned over the German sphere of influence to Japan.
o In response to news of this, student demonstrations broke out across China,
calling for resistance to foreign imperialism, along with Westernization
and modernization.
o About this time, Reginald Johnston arrived in the Forbidden City as a
Western tutor for Puyi.

•

•

•

•

o The U.S. failure to effectively oppose the Treaty of Versailles undermined
support in China for Western-style capitalistic democracy, and led to the
founding of the Chinese Communist Party.
1924: Puyi is expelled from the Forbidden City by a warlord.
o This is a picture of Empress Wanru and Emperor Puyi, from around this
time:

o
1927: The Chinese Civil War starts, between the Nationalists (now led by Chiang
Kai-shek) and the Communists. The Nationalists succeed in almost eliminating
the Communists.
1931: The Japanese seize Manchuria (the home of the Manchus who had founded
the Qing Dynasty), setting up a puppet state, Manchuguo. As the following map
shows, Japan already had taken control of Taiwan and Korea prior to invading
Manchuria:

o
1934: The Japanese install Puyi as figurehead Emperor of Manchuguo. The
following Time magazine cover shows (clockwise from upper left) Emperor
Hirohito of Japan, the Kangde Emperor (Puyi) of Manchukuo, Chiang Kai-shek

of China, and Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union:

•

•

•

o
1937: The Second Sino-Japanese War begins (effectively the beginning of WWII
in East Asia).
o Japan was initially very successful, and Chinese forces suffered massive
losses.
o Japanese soldiers engaged in widespread murder and rape of civilians,
especially in the notorious Rape of Nanjing.
1945: Japan is defeated.
o Russia, which had previously only fought against the Nazis in Europe,
entered the war against Japan and engaged Japanese forces in Manchuria
and Korea.
o Puyi was captured by the Russians while trying to fly to Tokyo.
1949: The People’s Republic of China is founded.
o The Nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek fled to Taiwan, where the
Republic of China exists until today. The United States sided with the
Nationalists on Taiwan, while the Soviet Union supported the Communists
in Mainland China.
o Puyi was returned to China by Russia.

o Puyi was sent to the Fushan War Criminals Management Center to be
reformed:

•

•

•
•

o
1959: Puyi is declared “reformed”
o By Mao Zedong’s invitation, Puyi returned to Beijing, and was assigned to
work at a botanical garden.
o Later, Puyi was assigned to work as an editor.
1966: The Cultural Revolution begins.
o The Cultural Revolution was an ultra-radical movement in which young
people were urged to drop out of school, join the Red Guards, and root out
the last traces of capitalism, “feudalism,” and “bourgeois thinking.”
o Many people are assaulted and even killed by the Red Guards for their
perceived failures at doctrinal purity. Almost all the victims of the Red
Guards were innocent of any wrongdoing.
o Puyi was placed under the protection of the local public security bureau.
(This was a surprising act of kindness on the part of the government.)
1967: Puyi dies.
1976: Mao dies.
o The Cultural Revolution came to a close with Mao’s death.
o After Mao, moderates took control of the Chinese government, and began
a process of economic liberalization and opening to the West, which
produced the China we know of today.
o Puyi’s remains were eventually moved to a tomb befitting an Emperor:

o

•

1987: The Last Emperor is released in theaters.
o The film wins nine Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best
Director (Bernardo Bertolucci).
o The film is made with the cooperation of the Chinese government, and
many scenes are filmed in the actual Forbidden City.

o
o Questions to think about when watching The Last Emperor:
§ The film opens with Puyi being taken to prison. What is the first
scene in which Puyi is not imprisoned?
§ The film opens with a scene featuring a little boy, and closes with a
scene featuring a little boy. In addition, one of the earliest scenes
in the film shows a student uprising (the May 4th protests of 1919),
as does one of the final scenes of the film (the Red Guards of the
Cultural Revolution). Why does the director give us parallels like
this?

