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The Emperor’s Smiles: Facial Expression Politics and Daily Imperial Life of
Renzong of Song

Cheng Minsheng

Abstract: Historical records document eighteen instances of Emperor Renzong of Song smiling across his
forty—one—year reign, averaging four cases per decade—the lowest frequency among all Northern Song emperors.
Restrained by the Empress Dowager Liu in his formative youth, he developed a habit of concealing his inner feelings
and rarely displayed his emotion. Broadly categorized, six of his smiles stemmed from leniency and approbation,
embodying his benevolence and forbearance. These smiles helped foster a personalized harmonious sovereign—minister
bond built on generosity and benevolence. Five smiles conveyed gentle decline or veiled dissatisfaction: they served as
tactful reproach rooted in his compassionate disposition, intended to preserve the dignity of ministers and the imperial
court alike. Three were helpless grins to please, which show voluntary concessions to institutional frameworks aimed at
sustaining the scholar—official-dominated political landscape. The remaining four were casual, cheerful smiles tied to
mundane personal affairs, revealing the emperor’ s ordinary private life beyond imperial regalia. Emperor Renzong’ s
imperial smiles bear two core characteristics: first, they are imbued with human warmth; he consistently defused
interpersonal frictions through mild, tactful smiling, even when discontented inwardly. Second, he maintained an
approachable bearing, with smiles arising from diverse, mostly everyday-life scenarios. His smiles epitomize his innate
benevolence, rationality and forbearance, serve as a vivid emblem of Song—dynasty political civilization, and furnish
tangible facial evidence for the core political tenet of “governing the realm alongside scholar—officials”. His
extraordinary willingness to yield imperial dignity in interactions with ministers reflected the Northern Song institutional
principle of restraining imperial power, showing the distinctive feature of the co-ruling framework shared by sovereign
and ministers.

Keywords: Emperor Renzong of Song; smiles; sovereign—minister relations; political civilization
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