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he weathered tumulus of Qin Shihuangdi,
China's first emperor, has sat among the comn-
ficlds and fruit trees east of Xian for over two

millennia. While the discovery 27 ya

the fabled terra-cotta warriors that

emperor came as a complete surprise, the bur

always been known. Yet to this day, the

ihuangdi remains untouched by the spades of archacol-
ogists. A conundrum wrapped in legends and rumors, the
r"~l||u: place of the first emperos, believed 1o be a virtual

underground palace, holds the promise of remarkable dis-
coveries that stagger the minds of those who have studied
it, contemplated it, and whe dream of unearthing it.

in archacology s Wang
Xueli, a professor at the ‘:I:nlm Provincial \r\lmmiu;,n al
Institute who is one of the foremost expents on the tomb.
Upon its completion in 210 p.c.. the emperor's earthen
mound rivaled the pyramids of Egypt in scope and ambi-
tion. While the pyramids have been opened and found
largely looted, nobody knows exactly what Qin Shihuangdi's
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eqtdnioma

sepulehral chamber contains. In the past ten years, the
Shaanxi provincial government, mindful of the vast poten-
tial for tourist revenue, has rey a green light
for excavation from the s Burcau.
Eut the answer has rema

does not have the fi

such a vast undert
to be done. This
Says an official

1o preserve the a

fe More urgent excavations
3 dmul:! be left to future gene
he bureau: “We have the responsibility
facts for
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What's inside the unexcavated tomb
of Emperor Qin Shihuangdi?
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The my di's
deeply linked to the emperors pivotal role in In'-stw)- In
231 & -old king of Qin, onc of the
major s , he embarked on a remarkable

neighboring nations “like

ilkworm dvmum\g a mulberry leaf” accordi 2 1o one
torical text. In only ten w.ws. the empire known as

nyang began soon
fortunes waxed and he subdued new
in scale and ambition. At the pe
years it ook to construct the underground complex, more
n 700,000 laborers toiled at igantic pi
asuring some §20,000 squan
1o a depth of more than 100 feet. Archacologists estim:
the subterranean ce huil: at llu- hottom of the pi
In abaor

um-rul with earth and lop[ml
According to the Western Han Dynasty (206 .
25) historian Si Ma Qian's Shi Ji, or Historical Hg\.\ank




“There is a 99 percent chance that Qin Shihuangdi’s grave has
been looted,” says one prominent Beijing archaeologist. “A wish
is a wish. Reality is reality. It is better to keep it that way.”

which contains the earliest account of Qin Shi-
huangdi’s mausoleum, when the emperor died in
210 B.c., he was laid to rest in a bronze sarcophagus
amid rivers of mercury circulated by a kind of perpet-
ual motion machine. Other records describe the
emperor dressed in jade and gold, with pearls in his
mouth, his coffin floating on the mercury. The
vaulted ceiling was covered by constellations of the

agrees: ‘I do not believe that the main vault has collapsed.”
Another crucial issue over which scholars disagree is
whether the vault has been looted. Only three
years after Qin Shihuangdi was entombed, his
vast empire collapsed. Construction of his mau-
soleum and the Great Wall, as well as the main-
tenance of a huge army to guard the far-flung
border regions, had impoverished the country’s
peasants, who, under the leadership of Xiang
Yu, the king of Chu, rose up and marched on
the Qin capital. According to Si Ma Qian,
Xianyang was burned and the tomb looted.

night sky made of pearls, the floor was covered with a
miniature landscape of his empire, with models of
pavilions and palaces, and the

=tomb was lit I)}' whale oil Neaﬂyadozen terra-cotta

amps. Entrances to the vault acrobats were recently “There is a 99 percent chance that Qin Shi-
were booby-trapped with hair- di‘SCUV?fed 50'»_“"'935t of huangdi’s grave has been looted,” says one
trigger crossbows. Qin Shihuangdi’s tomb. prominent Beijing archaeologist who has asked

The foundations of two

lorses of Q

not to be named. “A wish is a wish. Reality is
reality. It is better to keep it that way.” Yuan
holds a different opinion. “The layers of earth
appear to be in order. If 300,000 soldiers had
looted the tomb, everything would have been
in chaos,” he says, aldding that the ()n|)' evi-
dence of attempted looting consists of two

massive rectangular walls encircling the tomb area
have been found. Tests have also confirmed the pres-
ence of unusual amounts of mercury, up to 100 times
above normal, under the tumulus. According to Wang,
measurements with geophysical survey equipment
have established that the height of the main cham-
ber is 33 feet: While Yuan Zhongyi, the honorary head 30-foot-long collapsed tunnels discovered dur-
of the terra-cotta museum, says chemg(‘.\' in the ing the excavation of a bronze chariot on the
western side of the mound in 1980. Adds
Wang: “The mercury is poisonous. If Xiang Yu's
soldiers had opened the tomb, they
would have been poisoned, and the
mercury would have evaporated. But it
is still there.”

Until the tomb is excavated, no one
will know for sure. The difficulties of
such an undertaking would indeed be
daunting. Nobody has even dared cal-
culate how much an excavation would
cost, or how long it would take. For
starters, according to several Chinese

structure of the sediment layers in the mound
indicate that the vault has caved in, Wang dis-

Courtesy Museum of Terra-cotta Warriors

scholars, a proper excavation would
require that the whole tumulus be
removed layer by layer. A way of deal-
ing with the mercury vapors would
have to be devised. Another majon)
problem is how to preserve the multi
tude of artifacts that accompanied Qin
Shihuangdi in his death.!'
Archaeologists debate When the mausoleum of the
whether the tomb of [_:hina’s Ming Dynasty emperor Wan
first emperor, which lies o £

2 he ) 2 Li was opened outside of Bei-
below this unimposing iing, for example, silk found
tumulus in Shaanxi nne, ARINPIEC; S

province, has been looted in the tomb })cg.‘m deteriorat-
ing immcdi;llch" after coming
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in contact with air. “I would really like to know what is in
the grave. But I would like to do it without ruining the
mound,” says Yuan, who was present on the day that peas-
ants discovered the first terra-cotta warrior 27 years ago.
As for cooperation with other countries, given Qin Shi-
huangdi’s status as China’s founding father, there is the
element of national pride to be
considered. “It would be hard for

r

us to cooperate with ful'tigl\ organi- A

zations,” says Zhang Yinglan. The i

terra-cotta warriors are |)l.'in§,: exca- 1
vated largely without outside help, | Tomb
- mound

and it seems clear that the Chinese
wish to deal with the Qin Shi-
huangdi tomb in the same way.
NHK, the Japanese broadcaster,
has offered to sponsor a high-tech,
minimally intrusive investigation of -

the tomb, but the Chinese have aeswal)
declined. The Japanese have a spe-
cial interest in Qin Shihuangdi: Oitervuall

Some scholars believe that an expe-

emperor to islands off of China’s coast in search of a rare

dition (“Hpillt‘[l(‘{l })_\' the first

herbal |‘vm-.'(|_\' for |(m§_{t'\'il}' marked the first contact
between China and Japan. While the debate on how,
when, and even whether to excavate Qin Shihuangdi’s
tomb rages, archaeologists in Xian continue to discover
extraordinary artifacts buried around the mound. Recent
“nd.\ iilL'Illdc d '{_"iklnl })l'()n?.(.' L'ill.lldl'()l'l‘ terra-cotta EI(_'I'()I)-'IIS
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Over 7,000 terra-cotta
warriors have been
unearthed within the
burial complex of Qin
Shihuangdi.

as large as the warriors, and a cache of rare, armored vests
made of polished stones. Archaeologists have also found

the graves of 300 laborers who toiled at the site. East of

the mound, 17 graves with the remains of decapitated
])()({i('ﬁ hii\'(' I‘L'L‘n Unl_‘i\rll'lt'f.l, i:ll](l SL‘I'IUI&II'N spt‘cll];ll(' lhﬂ[
they may be Qin Shihuangdi’s children, executed by Hu
||i|i, ll'l(' son \\'I'I(} Sll(_'(_'(.’l‘d(.'l.l T.I'IL‘
first emperor.

With the tombs of 11 Han
Dynasty and 18 Tang Dynasty
emperors spread out over the fields
surrounding Xian, archacologists
have their work cut out for them.
Many scholars believe these mau-
soleums should be excavated first,
to gather experience and expertise
before going for the grand prize,

”.'; _ and it is common to hear them say

i f 9 that Qin Shihuangdi’s tomb will
:ﬂ’ﬁ -"%. hfl\'(‘ .!“ '\\'alll “one (H’.I\\'() genera-
—— — tions.” Nevertheless, for archaeolo-
“'%s 8.4 gists who have toiled with the

terra-cotta warriors for 27 years, the

allure of the emperor’s tomb refuses to fade. “I don't
dream about it at night,” says Wang. “I dream about it

during the day, when | am working.” m

ERLING HoH is ARCHAEOLOGY'S Stockholm :rm'rc_\';:rmcl'cm_

An earlier version of this article appeared in the September

30, 1999, issue of Far Eastern Economic Review.
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