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AP Themes: Relationship of change and continuity on people and the environment.


Cultural and intellectual developments.


Changes in functions and structures of states.

AP Habits of Mind: Developing the ability to assess issues of change and continuity over time. 

New York State Standards: World History , Economics, and Geography

Teacher Background on the Terra Cotta Army


The Qin Emperor Shi Huangdi unified China in 259 BCE. After unification, he mobilized 700,000 people to build his mausoleum on Mt. Lishan. According to Feng Shui, he had to be buried on a mountain with a stream in front of the site. So he built his tomb on Mt. Wei with the Wei River to the north.  His mausoleum took over 40 years to build and cost the society more than 50 % of all it produced for all of that time. In 1974, farmers digging a new well for water in a field discovered the terra cotta army. The 3 pits contained more than 7,000 life size statues of individual soldiers in the Emperors army. There were more than 100 war chariots and ceremonial guards for the dead emperor. Because of the length of time the army was buried most of the roof supports have collapsed crushing the army as they fell. 


In the past, the figures each had their own weapons but these were stolen by later armies because they could still be used as weapons. Emperor Qin was the first to construct a huge burial mausoleum and other emperors followed his example. Although the site of Emperor Qin’s tomb is known, no effort has been made to open it at this time. Continuous archaeology will be going on in each of the 3 huge pits for many years. At the height of the building, more than 720,000 workers were forced to work for this huge project. When Emperor Qin died unexpectedly at age 50, he was buried with many of his ladies and his followers beside him. The army is contained in 3 main pits and the most famous is the largest pit # 1 because it is the largest.  It measures 230 meters long and covers 14,260 square meters and is the size of several football fields. The soldiers here are arranged in typical Qin dynasty military formation. Putting together all of the many fragments for each soldier has required an enormous amount of work and is ongoing. Pit number 1 contains more than 6,000 soldiers including officers. You can tell which rank soldiers have by their hair. The officers have a top flap off the back while the ordinary soldiers only have a single knot on top. (The movie “ Hero “ actually shows this army going into battle and how the soldiers dressed) Excavated pits have revealed bronze chariots which are 3/4 life size. These statutes are large and heavy. How were they moved from the kilns where they were fired into the pits where they were placed 2200 years ago? The kilns have been found in the mountains but how did the soldiers get moved into place? Each face is unique and the clothing also shows individual variation in clothing. Some soldiers outer wear shows that it was crudely sewn by hand while others show a more practiced seamstress. 

Making Terra cotta requires the clay sculpture to be dried in the sun first and then fired in kilns. Terra cotta is the Italian name for baked earth. Making each soldier required the potter to build coils of clay into the rough shape of a body. Next the potter added a layer of finer clay on top of the coils to create a smooth surface. The head and hands were made separately and attached when the figure was in this stage. The uniforms and shoes were recreated on the figure to match the person’s actual clothing and footwear. The Terra cotta soldiers are the earliest example of large sculpture by Chinese artists. Each soldier had to have holes to allow the gas to escape as the soldier was baked in the kiln. Most of the soldiers have a mark to identify the maker. This was probably a form of quality control by Shi Huangdi to insure that each potter did his best work.

Middle School Lesson Suggestions 


New York State Standard : World History , Economics and, Geography

Locate   X’ian, China  for students on a map. This city was the capital of the Qin dynasty under the first emperor, Shi Huangdi  to unify China. ( 221 BCE )

Show the images to students after asking them the following questions

1.In our society what is the cost to equip , train, and house an army of 8,000 men? 

2.Who would end up paying for this army in the USA ? 

3. Why does any society have a large army ?

4. For the time period, 221 BCE, would this have been a very large army? ( opinion ) Not really because the Emperor could order as large a force as he felt was needed to protect the kingdom and no one had the right to say no. 

5. In our society do you / they know of anyone who is buried with lots of possessions? 6. Discuss the differences between China at this time and today as far as burial customs. 

6. Students could compare the use of these life size figures to the small ushaptis buried with the Egyptian pharaohs to do all their work for them in the next life ?

7. Why would the Emperor have this army created>

8. Brainstorm possible reasons based on what they know about other types of belief systems from the past. 

9. Why do they think this army was eventually  lost if   many people  knew where it was buried when it was completed. ( Most of the actual workers who filled the tomb were killed as sacrifices after it was closed .This included many of the concubines and wives  of Shi Huangdi, who did not have children. )

10. What can we tell today about Qin military tactics from looking at the arrangement of these soldiers. ?

11. What does the production of this army tell us about the technology available to Qin dynasty potters ?

12. What might have been the long term environmental costs of creating all of these figures ?

High School Suggestions :

Locate  Xian, China on a map for students. This city  was the capital of the Qin dynasty under the first emperor, Shi Huangdi, to unify China. ( 221 BCE )

Show the images to students after asking them the following questions

1. For the time period, 221 BCE, would this have been a very large army? (Opinion) Not really because the Emperor could order as large a force as he felt was needed to protect the kingdom and no one had the right to say no. 

2. In our society do you / they know of anyone who is buried with lots of possessions? 3.Why might burial customs have changed over time?

4.What does the burial of this whole complex show us about some of the religious beliefs of the Qin dynasty?

 5. What religious traditions might have been influencing the Qin emperor? 

6. What would have the cost to create this army? 

7. Firing clay to make it hard requires very high heat- between 950 to 1050 degrees centigrade. What would have been used to create the heat? What environmental problems could have resulted from these kilns working for so long?

8. What kind of economy would have been necessary to support the creation of this enormous tomb complex? What does this tell us about the Qin economic system?

? (Estimated to have cost 50% of the economy for the entire Qin dynasty)

9. Why do they think this army was eventually lost if   many people knew where it was buried when it was completed. (Most of the actual workers who filled the tomb were killed as sacrifices after it was closed .This included many of the concubines and wives of Shi Huangdi, who did not have children.)

10. What can we tell today about Qin military tactics from looking at the arrangement of these soldiers??

11. Why might an emperor of China create such an elaborate tomb? What does the tomb say about his power?

12. Can we make educated guesses about the most important aspects of Qin society based on what was in the pits that have been opened?

13. Ask students to make educated guesses about what they think might be inside of the tomb of Emperor Shi Huangdi when it is finally opened. Chinese archaeologists want to wait top open it until more sophisticated techniques are developed to prevent any damage once it is opened. (Many of the soldiers were painted but the environment is fading the paint.)

14. Why were few if any weapons found inside the pits with the soldiers? 

(Most had been stolen in the historical past for use by later armies since they were working weapons in most cases. The only weapons found were those used by the purely ceremonial guards which could not be considered real weapons. )

15. What kinds of technology had to be used to physically create all of these life size statues? Do the students think they were all alike to make it easier to complete this job? (Each figure reflects a real member of this army because all have individual faces & physical characteristics. So far no two statues have been alike in features))

16. Ask students if the archaeologist knows who made the statues? (Yes, over 80 signatures have been found on the statues - some on the backs, some on the leg or, armor. These signatures may have been a kind of quality control ordered by the Emperor to keep workers honest.) ) 

17. What can we learn about ancient China from looking at the clothing and hairstyles of the soldiers? (There are 24 types of moustaches)There are 7 main categories of soldiers- high ranking officer, officer, armored and unarmored soldiers, charioteer, and cavalrymen, kneeling archer and standing archer. Originally, these figures would have been brightly painted in detail but fire, floods, and time have dulled or erased much of that paint. One thing known is the Qin army had no standard uniform- each soldier provided his own and most were probably made by their wives or mothers. Even their shows show stitches in them made by hand. 

High ranking officers had 8 knots to decorate their uniform 3 on front and 3 on the back and one knot on each shoulder.

An officer had a scarf around his neck which may show his commissioned rank.

Why might the bronze chariots and soldiers been made 3/4 life size?

 (Possibly because of the cost of the materials)

18. How might such large statues be transported from the kilns in the mountains?

19. What kinds of environmental damage would have been done by the firing of so many statues over such a long period of time ? ( What would have been needed as fuel for the kilns ?)

20. How does the  political organization necessary to create this army help us to understand the Qin dynasty and its ruler Shi Huangdi ? 

Most of the army was discovered broken and it will take many archaeologists years to put them all back together again. They consider it a great day if they are able to fit in ONE PIECE back to where it was meant to be. 

Overall- what does the Terra Cotta army help us to understand about the society which created it in China?

Dear Educators, 

I took all of the images included on this CD. My travel was sponsored by the National Consortium for Teaching about Asia summer Study Tour, 2004, and funded by the Freeman Foundation of Vermont.  I was fortunate enough to be selected for this incredible experience and want to share what I learned. 

Teachers may feel free to develop their own presentations using the images I took. This is a fascinating archaeological site which catches ones interest because of its enormity and uniqueness. Hope you enjoy! 

Susan Daly

NCTA contact information= www.nctasia.org

