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The Han dynasty (207 BCE - 220 CE) was born from
the rebellion that overturned Qin dynasty (221-207 BCE)
despotism. Where the Qin was China's shortest dynasty,
lasting only fifteen years, the Han period lasted for more
than four centuries to become China’s longest dynasty
and its great classical age. The success of China’s first
emperor Qin Shihuang (259-210 BCE) was also his failure.
He had forged his Qin empire through the conguest
and annexation of neighbouring kingdoms, then ruled
in peacetime using his wartime strategy of domination
by military force, applying “firm repression’ to a divided
population according to his will.! Within ten months of Qin
Shihuang's death, a failed succession plan combined
with residual factional divisions opened the way for the
peasant uprisings and military rebellions that ultimately
put an end to the Qin dynasty.?

The militaristic and domineering character of Qin
Shihuang is Mmost profoundly and dramatically evoked in the
life-sized statuary discovered from 1974 in the storage pits of

his mausoleurn at Lintong in Shaanxi province. Construction

of the tomb and manufacture of its artefacts began when
Qin Shihuang, aged thirteen, succeeded to the Qin throne
as a king in 246 BCE. The more than 6000 sculpted
terracotta army figures are no boy's toy soldiers, however.
Individually crafted, they embody the martial spirit, force
and vitality of the troops at the Qin emperor's command.
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The Han rulers learnt from the fi

Qin emperor's

errors and held to new aims

frugality and long-lasting peace. The ruler to emerge from

the chaos at the fall of Qin was Liu Bang (256-195 BCE);

born a peasant of the conquered Chu state, he became a
rebel army leader in the anti-Qin uprising. Liu Bang used
political alliances and military strategies to quash rival
and gain supremacy, declaring himself ‘Emperor Gaozu’,
first emperor of the Han dynasty and ascending to the
throne in 202 BCE. In contrast to Qin Shihuang, who was

recorded by historians to have afflicted the people with

ompassion for the people,
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the hardships of excessively severe control, relentless
forced labour and cruel punishments, Han Gaozu was
eulogised by officials at the time as having risen from
‘the humblest beginnings to correct a discordant age and
turn it back to right'. They said 'he brought peace and
order to the world’? Gaozu set about correcting the failings
of Qin dynasty processes while making durable its useful
innovations and consolidating the empire the Qin had
founded. Gaozu's vision endured through a long line of
Han imperial succession. Historians have divided the Han
into two eras: the Western Han period (207 BCE - 9 CE),
ruled by eleven emperors and one empress dowager,
followed by the Eastern Han period (25-220 CE), which
restored the Han lineage after an interval of seventeen
years and was ruled by fourteen emperors.

Visual art and material culture in the Han dynasty was

a potént means for rulers to express the distinct character

and ethos of their age, which emphasised simplicity,
elegance, modesty and a sense of peaceful power. This is
most clearly demonstrated at the Han emperors’ tombs,
where storage pits were filled with downsized terracotta
and wooden sculpted armies, and numerous but humbly
produced models of everyday items and domesticated

farm animals

The emperor and government

Ihe Qin systern of government was fully centralised, with
a sovereign emperor as supreme autocratic head, and
three central government dignitaries to issue imperial
orders to civil and military administrators throughout

the empire. The Qin emperor was a single ruler of one
state ruling over conquered states. By contrast, Gaozu,
of peasant origins, did not claim divinity, but invoked

celestial support in establishing a Han govermnment of

132

shared success. This inclusive administration saw senior
roles delegated for imperial family members, talented
aristocrats engaged from all of the former Warring States
(a group of approximately seven states that feuded
between 475 BCE and 221 BCE) serving as officials, and
a merit-based professional bureaucracy gathered from
around the empire.*

Confucian principles were used to reinforce a [gierar-
chical systemn of authority, with the Han emperor a%iﬁe
head of the government and advised by three counsel—.
lors.” Below themn, chamberlains held responsibullty-'for
particular departments (such as revenue and granaries,
law enforcement, palace buildings and imperial horse
studs), with a large number of officials and eunuchs as
functionaries at the imperial court. Government admin-
istration extended throughout the empire following this




top-down structure, with designated regions divided

into commanderies (districts under the control of a
commander), each controlled by a governor or general,
then districts which were semi-feudal princedoms or
marquisates (territories ruled by noblemen). Locally, there
were city wards, townships and villages (responsible for
overseeing households, education, taxation, justice and
public security). Appointed officials - mostly aristocrats -
at all levels of government administration were required
to study a standard curriculum and pass examinations. In
124 BCE, this official education system was strengthened
with the establishment of the Grand Academy, a national
university. Starting with just fifty students, it grew to a
student cohort of 30,000, with its curriculum covering
the Chinese classics, history, literature, technological

innovation and philosophy.®
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During the oppressive years of Qin rule and chaos

before the founding of the Han dynasty, the people
suffered terribly and three-quarters of city dwellers fled to
the countryside. Citizens lacked the resources for basic
existence and the treasuries were depleted, thus there
were no reserves to provide relief. The Han rulers learnt
from the errors of the Qin and committed to improving the
empire through wise rule and just systems. On his ascent
to the throne, Gaozu implemented a Daoist-like policy of
‘non-action’ with rule by fair laws and reduced taxes to
allow people to recover in an orderly society. Subsequent
emperors gradually introduced light taxes until conditions
improved. By the middle of the Western Han period, with
people well fed, clothed and the granaries filled to over-
flowing, a heavier tax burden was imposed under the sixth
Han ruler, Emperor Wu (r. 141 - 87 BCE). This, along with
state control of iron smelting, salt production and the mint-
ing of currency, made the Han state very prosperous.

—— e

Capital cities

The fate of the Qin dynasty and the destiny of the Han
dynasty were reflected in their respective capital cities. The
Qin capital at Xianyang was looted and laid to waste to the
point of oblivion during the years of warfare that followed
that dynasty's collapse. At the start of his reign, Emperor
Gaozu established a new capital and, significantly, named
it Chang'an, or ‘long peace’, to express his aspiration for the
Han dynasty.

Built to the south of the Wei River just south-east of
Xianyang (near present-day Xi'an in Shaanxi province),
Chang'an's geographical location was politically important,
strategically suited to military defence and economically
productive for agriculture, manufacture and trade. Its posi-
tion adjacent to the Wei River provided it with a constant
water supply and reliable boat transport links. Chang'an
was a colossal city expanded in four successive stages
by Emperor Gaozu and three subsequent Western Han
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emperors, and it proved to be durable, serving the Western
Han dynasty as its capital for more than two centuries. The
city covered a vast area of around forty square kilometres
and was surrounded by a thick, 26 kilometre-long rammed-
earth defence wall, twelve metres high, with a deep wide
moat. Han histories record that Chang'an city was home
to around 250,000 people in 80,000 households. This
would have made it the largest city in the world at that time.
Modern scholars have calculated that the Western Han
empire would have had a total population of 60 million.”
Chang'an was sophisticated and orderly, with twelve
impressive outer wall gates opening into long, broad city
boulevards, some forty-five metres in width and divided
into three lanes (the centre lane was for imperial use and
the other two for ordinary one-way traffic). City roads were
flanked by drainage trenches and lined with avenues of
pine, cypress, elm and scholar trees. There were imperial
palaces in the city’s south, and in the north 160 walled
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il creature

Han dynasty 25-220 CE

wards set out in grids containing residential blocks, with
high-class multistorey mansions covered in pottery roof
tiles, as well as single-storey residences. There were nine
markets with hundreds of shops in rows by type selling

all kinds of goods, including precious wares from afar.
There were handcraft workshops, government offices and
libraries. Chang'an had a complete water-supply network
and drainage system, arsenals, storehouses, ritual altars
and temples, and expansive parks.? Aristocrats, merchants
and artisans alike were free to move about the city on foot
or horse, or in cart or carriage, to enjoy the commerce,
social interaction, culture and entertainment Chang'an

had to offer. Descriptions in Han dynasty poetry record
Chang’an as a place of endless pleasure and gaiety, where
the people were rich and ordinary people dressed lavishly,
like the nobility.®

Chang'an had three vast palaces and three smaller ones,
where the emperor and his family lived and aristocrats, court
officials, eunuchs and attendants worked. These palaces
occupied two-thirds of the city's area. The Weiyang Palace
in Chang'an’s south-west overlooked the city. Square in plan
and covering an area of 4.8 square kilometres, it was the
seat of Western Han power and served emperors through-
out the dynasty.® It was where enthronements, imperial
birthday celebrations, imperial funeral rites and other state
ceremonies of the Western Han were held." Today only its
foundations remain; these suggest a complex of lavish halls
connected by elevated corridors.

While no Han dynasty imperial buildings exist today,
archaeological remains, relief stone carvings on tomb
doorframes and pottery models interred in tombs (as can
be viewed in the NGV exhibition), as well as literary poems
and essays of the period, indicate the architectural vernac-
ular.’? Within the Western Han palace complexes, buildings
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would have been constructed using large octagonal stone
columns capped by blocks and curve-armed bracket sets.
Huge timber posts and beams would have created high
multistorey buildings and balconies. Trusses supported
gabled, hip and pyramid-shaped roofs covered in pottery
tiles and decorative end tiles bearing stylised designs of
clouds and other objects. Timbers were probably painted
bright red or with scenes of women, heroes or immortals
and spirits among the clouds, and there was intricately
patterned fretwork in the windows. Pottery bricks covering
the rammed-earth floors are extant and were impressed
with decorative patterns, including the four directional
animals (dragon on the building's east, tiger on the west,
phoenix on the south and composite snake-tortoise on
the north). Elaborate fixtures on the enormous bossed
doors made in the form of mythical horned beasts were

—138

intended to ward off evil. Palace buildings would have
housed many treasures offered as tributes to the court by
foreign countries and vassal states, or altars with bronze
sculptures. There were high multistorey observation towers,
lakes, pools, rockeries, stone sculptures and landscaped
gardens, charming bridges over waterways, and rare birds
and exotic animals.
After a mid-dynasty upheaval from which emerged the
Eastern Han period, the primary Han capital was moved
to Luoyang (literally ‘north of the Luo River', in present-day
Henan province), with Chang'an continuing as an important
secondary urban centre. Despite being only one-third the
area of Chang'an, Luoyang maintained a population of
500,000 in the first century (with a total Eastern Han popu-
lation of 57.7 million by census). Although historical records
describing Han Luoyang are limited, it is known that while
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in some ways grand, it was more austere in character and
frugal in design than Chang'an. It was also a walled city,
with a symmetrical grid plan, high defensive walls, large
gateways and avenues, two sumptuous palaces, govern-
ment offices, libraries, residences, markets, an armoury, a
granary, lakes, and gardens.”® An impressive processional
road reserved for the emperor led from the main south gate
northwards through the city; it had two large bronze camels
at its starting point, officials could use its two side lanes
and guards were posted all along its length.' Large altar
buildings provided the setting for elaborate imperial rituals
for ancestor worship, offerings for the soil and grain, and
sacrifices to heaven and earth. Luoyang’s most outstand-
ing building was the Northern Palace's Deyang Hall (‘hall

of virtue'), where the emperor met his court officials and
foreign emissaries, and held banquets with food, wine, and
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acrobatic and musical performances. Nearly 1400 square
metres in area and built on a high rammed-earth platform,
Deyang Hall could hold 10,000 people. Han histories
record that it had magnificent ceilings painted with scenes,
red painted beams, gold-plated columns, steps of jade,
and fretwork screens depicting palace beauties.’

Infrastructure

The Han dynasty inherited the Qin dynasty's standardised
systems and engineering infrastructure, transforming
these from instruments of control to those of cohesion.
To the Qin's empire-wide reforms of standardised written
script (transcending different spoken languages), weights
and measures, axle widths and currency, the Han added
papermaking from hemp. Maintaining these unifying
measures meant that communications, transportation,
trade and the economy were effective and streamlined.
Qin Shihuang had used advanced engineering capability
to implement massive infrastructure projects - great
walls, superhighways, vast canal systems, docks, dams,
colossal bridges and fortified cities with grand palaces.
This important engineering network was maintained and
expanded in the Han period, forming a platform for peace
and prosperity.

The empire was connected across its width by two
‘imperial chariot roads’ built all the way from the capital to
the seaboard in the east and far inland to the west, with
other roads to the south and a grand canal to connect the
southern river systems. The greatest and perhaps most
strategically important of all was a vast superhighway more
than 700 kilometres long and six lanes wide, with check-
points stretching from Gangquan Palace (‘Sweet Fountain
Palace', eighty-five kilometres to the north of Chang'an) all
the way to the Great Wall at the empire’s northern border
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(near present-day Inner Mongolia), Recently excavated by
the Shaanxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology, this high-
way, known as the Zmdao (‘Straight Way'), made ingenious
use of the existing terrain, Visible in satelite photographs
on Google Earth, it is positioned t high elevation, running
along mountain ridges and bridging river valleys at optimal
points; parts are etifl in use today* This infrastructure made
possibie the fast movement of troops, grain for famine
relief, other goods and long-distance communications,
Postal relay stations 2l along the route enabled high-speed
couriers on horseback 10 Carry messages between the
capital and remote regions.”

Archaeologists recently discovered impressive exarm-
ples of bridge building and have excavated seven major
bridges leading across the Wei and Jun rivers adjacent
10 the Han Chang'an city site, The Chu-gate Bridge over
the Wei River demonstrates the scale and complexity of
Oin-Han engineering construction projects. Constructed
of seven different types of wood on stone piers, Chu-Gate
Bridge measures 880 metres long and fifteen metres wide
and rises 10 nearly nine metres high above the riverbed;
it even had a dock for the transfer of people and goods.
The durability of its construction is demonstrated by the
fact the bridge remained in use throughout the centuries
until the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), when the course of the
Wei River changed.

Ease of mobility and supply routes by road and wates
secured the Han empire both militarily and economically.
Imermally, peace brought food security and surplus by
enabiing more land to be placed undes agricultural cultiva-
tion, and there was redistribution of reserves where needed.
When possible, extemal threats from foreign neighbours
were taced with negotiations rather than confiict, leading
10 2 period of international diplomacy. Trade expanded,
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with secure land and sea routes beyond China's borders
through Central Asia to the West, and to Korea and
Japan. Diplomatic missions to Central Asia in the second
century BCE carried silks and other Chinese goods, and
returned to China with superior horse stock, new varieties
of trees, plants and crops (including walnut, grape, lucerne,
broad bean and pomegranate), crafts such as woven
woollen carpets, and music and musical instruments.

The military

The professional military and conscripted citizen military
were crucial to maintaining power and security throughout
the Han empire. At the highest level, the emperor and
imperial family members received the protection of select
military personal bodyguards, with designated palace

armies stationed to protect the court and palace buildings.

Imperial soldiers marched the streets and gathered in
command posts and guard stations where arsenals of
swords, halberds, shields, crossbows and other weapons
were ready for use. The professional armies were sup-
plemented by citizen-soldier militiamen, as by law, every
adult male was required to dedicate one month each year
to either military duty or corvée labour (manual labour that
was usually unpaid). The soldiers were both warriors and
peacekeepers, stationed across the Han regions, and
were able to march thirty kilometres a day and be deployed
to areas of particular military need. Although the Han
armies were at times defenders and at others aggressors
in battle, the Han preference was to use the military for
peacekeeping. Colonies of soldier-farmer settlers played
a strategic role in conquering lands previously contested
by nomads of the steppes. They maintained a permanent
presence to occupy, settle, stabilise and make productive
the fringes of empire.
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The thousands of terracotta warriors interred in pits at
the Han emperors’ tombs are evidence of the military's
importance. Mostly men, with some women and eunuchs,
these lively-faced figures represented foot soldiers and
cavalry forces. Standing, walking or riding on horseback,
some wear armour and others hold shields; all were posi-
tioned with their backs to the tomb to protect the emperor
in his afterlife. At around sixty centimetres high, the Han
terracotta warriors are around one-third the size of their Qin
precursors, thereby appearing more modest, understated
and less fierce than the Qin. Remnants reveal that the
Han imperial terracotta warriors were originally painted
and clothed in fabric uniforms, with some carrying scaled-
down weapons and shields or wearing leather armour, the
shadows of which can, in some cases, still be detected on
some of the figures from the Han Yangling tomb. (In tombs
of high status, but below those of the emperors, figures of
soldiers or servants wore clothing that was modelled as
part of the clay body and painted - usually three layers of
clothing, which would be all an ordinary soldier or servant
would own and could serve him or her in every season; this
can be observed in the Xiangyang figures.) Originally, the
Han warrior figures had wooden arms that could rotate in
the shoulder socket, adding to their lifelike quality.

Emperors’ tombs

The mausoleums of the Han emperors are the boldest
monuments to Han imperial authority and dynastic
longevity. The tombs of emperors, empresses and high civil
and military officials provide the richest material records

of the period. There were twenty-three tomb complexes
built for the Han emperors - eleven in the Western Han,
near Chang'an, most just to its north across the Zhengguo
Canal, and thirteen for the Eastern Han emperors, most
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near Luoyang. Typically, these consisted of a large com-
pound for the tomb of the emperor, a separate smaller
adjacent tomb for his empress, and a cemetery area for
esteemed relatives, officials and their families.

The Yangling tomb of the fourth Han emperor, Jing, near
Xi'an, has been excavated and provides a clear understand-
ing of the layout and contents of a Han emperor's tomb. In
a walled complex with four colossal gateways, Yangling is
marked by a colossal, flat-topped, square pyramidal mound
made of rammed earth and measuring 170 square metres
at the base and fifty square metres at the top, and which is
thirty-one metres high. This would have been covered with
a plantation of large trees for protection.

Underground, below the mound, lies a grand palace
several storeys deep, intended as a final resting place
where the emperor's soul could dwell in luxury for all
eternity. While this central core of the tomb has not been
opened, it can be speculated that Emperor Jing was laid
1o rest wearing a jade suit with a jade cicada in his mouth
and jade objects in his hands and orifices for their believed
protective properties in the afterlife. Four ramps, one on
each side, are wide enough for four six-horse carriages to
drive down to the entrance of the underground chambers.
Surrounding the mound are eighty-one deep pits contain-
ing multiple layers of grave goods - approximately 100,000
items in total. These are a combination of real objects and
foods, and substitute items in replica or model form that
reveal much about the daily life of the emperor at court as
well as the lives of the many ordinary people who served
him. Service to the emperor continued after his death,
with each imperial mausoleum complex accompanied by
a special village. The emperor's personal staff and high
officials, as well as guards, maids, servants, gardeners,
cleaners and maintenance crews all lived there and were
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responsible for serving the deceased daily as prescribed,
conducting rituals and ensuring the upkeep of the tomb
and its surrounds.™

Farming

The relatively comfortable situation of ordinary people is
revealed in art and artefacts portraying agricultural life, as
well as a rare archaeological example of a Han farming
settlement. Farmers were productive throughout the
empire, with the lands surrounding Chang'an having the
benefit of high agricultural fertility due to the river systems
and defences (natural, man-made and military).?° The
agricultural labour force was made up of individual peas-
ants who enjoyed personal freedom and could engage in
production under the private economy while they worked



as part of the feudal system for landlords (imperial family
members, aristocrats, powerful families or merchants) or
farmed their own land. This was in contrast to the situation
in the Qin era, when it was declared that all land belonged
to the emperor. Organised as households (there were
around ten million households), they could be self-sufficient,
producing their own food and clothing, and benefited from
new agricultural technologies and methods.

Tangible evidence of Han dynasty farm life exists in
the unique first century CE archaeological site at Sanyang-
zhuang in Henan Province, where a river valley farming
settlement was catastrophically buried by a massive
inundation of silt during a Yellow River flood. At the site, the
Henan Provincial Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology
has excavated fourteen agricultural compounds with all
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their contents.2! These actual remains - real and model
objects interred in tombs, together with scenes of people’s
daily activities painted on tomb bricks - provide a vivid
sense of farm life. Farmers engaged with satisfaction in
agriculture (ploughing, sowing seeds, harvesting, husking
rice), animal raising, spinning and weaving, hunting, brew-
ing, selling wine and drinking, cooking and bangueting,
playing games, musical performance and dancing, and
listening to teachers or storytellers. Their homes were
equipped with wells, stoves, storehouses, fishponds and
pigsties, and areas for raising oxen, cattle, sheep, goats,
dogs and chickens domesticated for meat, milk, eggs, fur
and leather.

New technological innovations made farming more
productive and the farmers' lives easier. These improve-
ments included the iron plough and powerful new broad
ploughs pulled by oxen, and the seed plough, which
combined furrowing, sowing and covering with earth,
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hydraulic water-lifting devices, water-powered mills, and
iron tools. Farming methods (such as alternating furrows),
water conservation, animal husbandry, irrigation and the

transportation of produce also improved during the Han
period.22

Productivity in agriculture was the foundation of the
empire. Not only did it mean that farmers could live well
and meet their commitments to the Han state for grain tax,
poll tax, corvée labour and military service, but abundant
grain supply meant that an offensive or defensive war
could be fought with success. Consequently, grave goods
representing agricultural subjects, considered auspicious,
were routinely interred in tombs, including those of the
emperors. Examples include miniature pottery replicas
of granaries, pigsties and cooking stoves with pots, as well
as chickens, dogs, pigs, goats, sheep and cattle.

By the early third century CE, Han rule became unstable,

with two weak emperors and power rivalries between
eunuch officials and the dowager families. Generals of the
commanderies rose up and laid waste to Luoyang city, so
that all residents were forced to leave. Starvation followed.
Everything - palaces, temples, government offices and
residential houses - was burnt to the ground and tombs
were looted. This marked the beginning of a period

of contesting leaders known as the Three Kingdoms
(220-280 CE). The legacy of the Han dynasty remained,
however, and can duly be described as China’s great
classical age.
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