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Soldiers of the Imperial Bodyguard, tomb of the Chinese emperor Shi 

Huangdi (Shaanxi, China) c. 210 BCE, painted terracotta 



Marble statue of Qin Shi Huangdi located near his 

burial place 

 

When China was reunited in 221 BCE under King 

Cheng (who later renamed himself Shi Huangdi or 

“First Emperor”) of the Qin kingdom from the 

western edge of the old Zhou kingdom.  Cheng and 

his associates followed a harsh philosophy or school 

of law known as Legalism, which had grown out of 

the turmoil of the Warring States period.  It was an 

extreme form of absolutism- unquestioned devotion 

to the king- which eventually broke the power of the 

regional, feuding factions.  

 

The first emperor's capital, Xianyang, was a large 

metropolis, where he reportedly erected more than 

270 palaces, of which only a single foundation is 

known to survive. Each time Qin Shi Huangdi 

conquered a rival state, he is said to have 

transported its ruling families to Xianyang, housing 

the vanquished in replicas of palaces they had left 

behind. At the same time, the emperor directed 

construction of his tomb complex; some 720,000 

workers reportedly labored on these vast projects. 



Rather like the Egyptian pharaohs, 

the emperors of ancient China also 

tried to take their riches with them 

to the afterlife. Ancient historians 

described how Qin Shi Huangdi 

prepared for his death by 

constructing a burial mound with a 

vast underground city palace that 

matched the one he occupied in life.  

 

These accounts were believed to be 

sheer legend until 1974 when 

excavations of a tomb mound 

revealed evidence that the ancient 

stories were true. After he came to 

the throne at the age of thirteen, Qin 

Shi Huangdi began overseeing the 

elaborate preparations for his own 

resting place. 



Even before uniting China, Shi Huangdi began his own mausoleum at Lintong, in 

Shaanxi province.  This project continued throughout his life and after his death, 

until rebellion abruptly ended the dynasty in 206 BCE.  Since that time, the mound 

over the mausoleum has always been visible, but not until its accidental discovery 

in 1974 was the army of clay (terracotta) soldiers and horses even imagined.   



Literary sources suggest that the 

tomb itself, which has not yet been 

opened, reproduces the world as it 

was known to the Qin, with stars 

overhead and rivers and mountains 

below.  Thus did the tomb’s 

architects try literally to ensure that 

the underworld- the world of souls 

and spirits- would be as good as the 

human world.  

 

According to one account, there were 

100 rivers simulated with flowing 

mercury, and above them the ceiling 

was decorated with heavenly bodies 

below which were the features of the 

land. Recent scientific work at the 

site has found high levels of mercury 

in the soil of the tomb mound, giving 

some credence to this account of the 

emperor's tomb. 



Not only can the age and mood of the soldiers 

be seen from their facial expressions, but their 

faces also represent soldiers from different 

parts of China. The head, arms, legs and torsos 

were created separately and then assembled. 
 

The terracotta figures are life-sized. They vary 

in height, uniform and hairstyle in accordance 

with rank. Most originally held real weapons 

such as spears, swords, or crossbows. The 

figures were also originally painted with bright 

pigments. 



Qin Shi Huangdi decreed a mass-production approach; artisans turned out 

figures almost like cars on an assembly line. Clay, unlike bronze, lends itself 

to quick and cheap fabrication. Workers built bodies, then customized them 

with heads, hats, shoes, mustaches, ears and so on, made in small molds. 

Some of the figures appear so strikingly individual they seem modeled on real 

people, though that is unlikely.  

 

"These probably weren't portraits in the Western sense," says Hiromi 

Kinoshita, who helped curate the exhibition at the British Museum. Instead, 

they may have been aggregate portraits: the ceramicists, says Kinoshita, 

"could have been told that you need to represent all the different types of 

people who come from different regions of China.” 



Although only sections of the three pits have been excavated, about 300,000 

weapons of various kinds have been discovered to date. ( A fourth pit is 

empty, seemingly left unfinished by its builders.) Most of the weapons are 

bronze and were for use in battle, although some ceremonial weapons were 

found in Pit 3.  When excavated, some were still sharp enough to cut a hair. 

The swords were coated with chromium to prevent rust. 



Approximately 400 satellite tombs 

and pits have been discovered in the 

vicinity of the mausoleum.  

 

Among them is the pit containing 

the emperor’s bronze chariots and 

horses which symbolizes the journey 

of his spirit to the world of the dead; 

various pits containing rare birds 

and animals indicating the 

emperor’s love of hunting; stable pits 

depicting the imperial studs; and 

the three pits containing the 

terracotta warriors and horses 

representing the mighty army of the 

Qin dynasty. 





Before the roof collapsed in what is 

now known as Pit 1, the army 

stood at attention, in correct 

military formation, according to 

Chinese military procedures 

described in contemporary texts.  

 

The traditional view of Chinese 

history has stressed Qin Shi 

Huangdi’s “unifications”: 

standardization of the writing 

system, currency, weights and 

measures, and axle widths (to 

facilitate transportation).  The 

emperor is also known for building 

the first version of the Great Wall.  

The dynasty name, pronounced 

‘cheen,’ is probably the source of 

the English word for China.  



Recent digs have revealed that in 

addition to the clay soldiers, Qin Shi 

Huangdi's underground realm, 

presumably a facsimile of the court that 

surrounded him during his lifetime, is 

also populated by delightfully realistic 

waterfowl, crafted from bronze and 

serenaded by terracotta musicians. The 

emperor's clay retinue includes terra 

cotta officials and even troupes of 

acrobats, slightly smaller than the 

soldiers but created with the same 

methods.  

 

"We find the underground pits are an 

imitation of the real organization in the 

Qin dynasty," says Duan Qingbo, head 

of the excavation team at the Shaanxi 

Provincial Research Institute for 

Archaeology. "People thought when the 

emperor died, he took just a lot of 

pottery army soldiers with him. Now 

they realize he took a whole political 

system with him.” 



Yuan Jiang. Penglai Island,1708, color on silk 

 

As the grandeur of his tomb complex suggests, 

Qin Shi Huangdi kept an eye on posterity. But 

he also longed to extend his life on earth—

perhaps indefinitely. Alchemists informed the 

emperor that magical herbs were to be found on 

what they claimed were three Islands of the 

Immortals in the East China Sea. The emissaries 

most likely to gain entry to this mystical realm, 

they asserted, were uncorrupted children; in 219 

B.C., Qin Shi Huangdi reportedly dispatched 

several thousand youngsters to search for the 

islands. They never returned.  

 

Four years later, the emperor sent three 

alchemists to retrieve the herbs. One of them 

made it back, recounting a tale of a giant fish 

guarding the islands. Legend has it that the first 

emperor resolved to lead the next search party 

himself; on the expedition, the story goes, he 

used a repeating crossbow to kill a huge fish. But 

instead of discovering life-preserving elixirs, the 

emperor contracted a fatal illness. 



For archaeologists, one 

indicator that Qin rule had 

collapsed suddenly was the 

extensive damage to the terra 

cotta army. As order broke 

down, marauding forces raided 

the pits where clay soldiers 

stood guard and plundered 

their real weapons.  

 

Raging fires, possibly set 

deliberately, followed the 

ransacking, weakening support 

pillars for wooden ceilings, 

which crashed down and 

smashed the figures. Some 

2,000 years later, archaeologists 

discovered charring on the 

walls of one pit. 



Incense burner, from the tomb of 

Prince Liu Sheng (Han dynasty), 113 

BCE, bronze with gold inlay 

 

This bronze incense burner from the 

tomb of Prince Liu Sheng, who died 

in 113 BCE, depicts a popular Daoist 

legend of the Isles of the Immortals 

in the Eastern Sea.  Daoist adepts 

experimented endlessly with diet, 

physical exercise, and other 

techniques in the belief that 

immortal life could be achieved on 

earth.  

 

Around the bowl, gold inlay outlines 

the stylized waves of the sea.  Above 

them rises the mountainous island, 

busy with birds, animals, and people 

who had discovered the secret of 

immortality. 



Daoism is a kind of nature mysticism that 

brings together many ancient Chinese ideas 

regarding humankind and the universe.  One 

of its first philosophers is said to have been a 

contemporary of Confucius named Laozi. 

 

A dao is a way or path.  The Dao is the 

Ultimate Way, the Way of the universe.  The 

Way cannot be named or described, but it can 

be hinted at.  It is like water.   

 

Nothing is more flexible and yielding, yet 

water can wear down the hardest stone.  

Water flows downward, seeking the lowest 

ground.   

 

Similarly, a Daoist sage seeks a quiet life, 

humble, and hidden, unconcerned with 

worldly success.  The Way is great precisely 

because it is small. In fact, it is nothing, yet 

nothing turns out to be essential. 



To recover the Way, we must unlearn.  We must 

return to a state of nature.  To follow the Way, we 

must practice wu wei, or “nondoing”. All our 

attempts at asserting our egos, at making things 

happen, are like swimming against a current and 

thus ultimately futile, even harmful.  If we let the 

current carry us, however, we will travel far.  

Similarly, a life that follows the Way will be a life 

of pure effectiveness, accomplishing much with 

little effort.   

 

It is often said that the Chinese are Confucians in 

public and Daoists in private, and the two 

approaches do seem to balance each other.  

Confucianism is a rational political philosophy 

that emphasizes morality, conformity, duty, and 

self-discipline.  

 

Daoism is an intuitive philosophy that emphasizes 

individualism, nonconformity, and a return to 

nature.  If a Confucian education modeled 

scholars outwardly into responsible, ethical 

officials, Daoism provided some breathing room 

for the artist and poet inside. 



The undulating, whiplash shape of the 

metal inlays is known as the yunqi 

(“cloud spirit” or “cloud force”).  

 

To complete the illusion of the 

mountain-water image, such boshan lu 

[hill censor] were often set in shallow 

basins of water when the incense 

within was lit.   

 

Small holes behind the pinnacles allow 

curling ringlets of smoke to rise from 

them, giving the impression that the 

sculptured peaks had real vapors.   

 

Together, the yunqi motifs on the 

burner, and the yunqi-shaped curls of 

the smoke symbolize the spirit, force, 

or qi of the sacred mountains. 



Full Jade Suit from the Tomb of Liu Sheng 

 

A jade burial suit is a ceremonial suit made of pieces of jade in which royal members 

in Han Dynasty China were buried. the process of manufacturing a suit was labor 

intensive and is estimated to have required several years to complete a single suit.  

Jade came to be regarded as powerful in death, protecting the body from decay. 



Above: Changxin Palace Lam, the 

Maidservant with Lamp, before 

150 BCE, from the tomb of Dou 

Wan, consort of Liu Sheng 

 

Left: Jade suit of Princess Dou 

Wan, before 104 BCE, nephrite 

plaques and gold wire 



As a symbol of class, jade suits, which were 

tailored to the client's shape, were used as 

garments for deceased emperors and 

nobility of the Han Dynasty. The emperor 

wore garments sewn with golden thread, 

while kings and princess wore silver-

threaded suits; other officials and nobles 

wore copper-threaded garments. 

 

It was thought that covering the body in the 

stone would deter corrupting demons and 

preserve the deceased intact 

eternally. Carved decorative jades of many 

forms were also used throughout the tombs 

to infer their mystical protection from evil 

spirits.  

 

Soon after the Han dynasty collapsed the 

quantity of jades included in burials 

declined sharply and the jade suit 

completely disappeared. This was due, in 

part, to the spread of Buddhism, which 

taught that reincarnation of the body was 

no longer important for existence in the 

next life. 



Funeral Banner of Lady Dai. Western Han 

Dynasty, 168 BCE, silk banner 

 

This painted silk banner is a precious window 

into Han-dynasty legends and funeral 

practice; it was carried in front of the funeral 

procession, then draped upon her coffin. 

Banners like this were employed to attract the 

spirit of the deceased to its tomb, where it 

could be properly started on its afterlife 

journey instead of remaining on earth to 

bother the living. 

 

The banner's design is divided vertically into 

Yin (left), Mixture (center), and Yang (right); 

and horizontally into the three realms of 

Heaven, Earth, and the Underworld. The 

banner describes Lady Dai's journey to 

heaven; it is decorated with grave goods, 

spirits, legends, and symbols of immortality 

associated with Xiwangmu, the Queen 

Mother of the West. 



On the left side (yin), the crescent moon is depicted 

with a toad and a rabbit. According to legend, 

Chang E selfishly gulped down an elixir of 

immortality all for herself that her husband (Hou 

Yi) had won from the Queen of the West.  

 

Although she did gain her immortality, she began to 

float up towards the moon and was transformed into 

a toad. Next to the moon, the hare that pounds 

herbs in to a mortar to make the elixir of 

immortality is seen. 



On the right side (yang), the sun is depicted with a 

raven. According to legend, ten suns lived in a 

Fusang tree. Each morning, the suns took turns 

shining in the sky, leaving the others resting in the 

tree.  

 

But one day, bored with their orderly life, they all 

rushed up into the sky at once and ran around 

wildly having fun and scorching the earth. Hou Yi 

became angry at the sigh to the dead and dying 

burned people on earth, that he shot nine of the ten 

suns. He had to be reminded to leave one sun in 

the sky.  



The figure in the center may be a 

representation of Xiwangmu or Nu Wa, a 

goddess who had the body of a snake and 

could change shape 70 times a day. She 

modeled the first people from mud and taught 

them to have children. (Some have proposed 

that the figure is Lady Dai herself.)  

 

On either side of her are cranes- symbols of 

longevity. Below them are heavenly dragons. 

The dragons shown here are those that draw 

the moon and the sun across the sky. 



The central part of the banner shows Lady Dai in 

a standing position. She leans on a cane, while 

two persons crouch or kneel in front of her and 

three women, presumably female attendants, 

stand behind her.  

 

The lower section of the banner shows the 

offerings and ceremonies devoted to her body 

soul (po). Sacrificial vessels are provided for her 

and attendants are standing next to her, ready to 

serve her soul which resides in the tomb. 



The painted T-shaped silk banner found in 

the innermost of the nested coffins may 

have been a personal name banner and 

symbol of the deceased around which the 

mourners assembled during the lady’s 

funeral and the procession to the grave.  

 

In Han times, the Chinese believed that 

one part of the soul, the po, stayed with the 

body (as long as it was preserved and 

provided with ample offerings) while the 

other, the hun, underwent a long and 

perilous journey to paradise.  

 

Iconographically, it portrays the 

transformation from death to rebirth in a 

cosmological environment; stylistically, the 

two middle scenes represent an attempt to 

depict three-dimensional space- figures 

overlap, and the more distant ones are 

smaller. The painting is mostly red, the 

color of immortality.  



Two intertwined dragons loop through a circular jade piece known as a bi, 

itself usually a symbol of heaven, dividing this vertical segment into two 

areas. Silk draperies and a stone chime hanging from the bi form a canopy 

for the platform below. Bi disks are usually made of jade and are symbols 

of status and moral rectitude. Bi disks are also associated with heaven. 



A cong (seen above on the left) is a form of ancient Chinese jade 

artifact. It is usually a tube with a circular inner section and a 

squarish outer section. Later writings speak of the cong as 

symbolizing the earth, while the bi represents the heavens. 



These jade cong tubes are considered an innovation of 

the Liangzhu culture. Cong come in a great variety of 

sizes and are frequently found in Liangzhu tombs, 

sometimes arranged in a circle around the body. 

Their original meaning and function remain 

unknown. Many of the earliest and most carefully 

finished examples (the result of months of laborious 

shaping by hand) are comparatively compact; their 

rounded shapes suggest the form evolved from 

bracelets. Some of them have a haunting mask 

design—with its bar-shaped mouth, raised oval eyes, 

sunken round pupils, and two bands that might 

indicate a headdress—that resembles the motif seen 

on Liangzhu jewelry. 

 

Much larger cong, which are frequently made of 

lower-quality nephrite, emphasize impressive scale 

over meticulous workmanship. They have flatter 

sides, sharply angled corners, and squared collars at 

top and bottom—all indications that less time and 

attention were paid in shaping a rectangular block of 

jade. Simplified mask motifs on these cong would 

have been easier to produce as well. Such shifts might 

be associated with changing attitudes towards ritual 

objects that were intended for burial. 
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Cut and paste this image in your 

journal. Identify The narrative and 

symbolic imagery seen in this banner 

(through annotation) and discuss 

how each relates to Chinese views of 

life, death, and the afterlife. 



Discuss ways in which these two works 

suggest man’s relationship to earthly and 

heavenly realms. How do these images use 

narrative imagery to allude to this 

relationship? 


