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The Royal Treasures of Dingling—Imperial Ming Tomb

Wang Yan

The thirteen imperial tombs of the Ming Dynasty lie at the foot of the Tianshou Mountains, ten kilometers north of
Changping County in the northern outskirts of Beijing. The Tianshou Mountains, a branch of the Yanshan range, were former-
ly known as the Yellow Earth Mountains. The imperial tombs lie in a forty square kilometer basin protected on three sides by
mountains. A branch of the Wenyu River crosses the basin from the northwest to the southeast. Two mountains, picturesquely
named Dragon Hill and Tiger Hill stand to the south, forming a natural protective screen for the tombs. Geomancers found
this areas so well endowed with natural beauty that they declared it auspicious and chose it to be the “eternal resting place” of
Emperor Yongle. It was at this time that the Yellow Earth Mountains were renamed the Tianshou Mountains, meaning the
mountains of heavenly longevity.

The Thirteen Tombs (Shisanling) is the general designation for the entire Ming imperial burial grounds. The specific

tombs (Zing) and the emperors for whom they were built are shown in the following chart.

Surrounding the tomb area is a wall 12 miles in length. As the tombs are strategically located to the north of the imperial
capital, ten defensive gates were built in the wall. Each of these gates was provided with a watch tower for monitoring enemy

movements in the nearby mountain passes that potentially threatened the security of the capital.

The extended SacredWay, the principal means of access to the tombs, follows an undulating course from the western gate
of Changping County to the Changling. This was the road taken by living emperors, empresses and high officials, who came

from the capital to offer sacrifices.

The major structures on the Sacred Way are the Stone Memorial Archway, the Dismounting Stele, the Great Red Gate,

the Stele Pavilion, the ornamental pillars and finally the famous pairs of animal and human stone figures which line the Sacred
12



MING EMPERORS AND THEIR TOMBS

TOMB NAME NAME DATE OF NAME | TEMPLE NAME AGE DIED WIVES OF
REIGN EMPERORS
| CHANGLING ZHU DI YONG LE CHENG ZHU 65 YEARS EMPRESS XU |
A.D. 1403—1424
 XIANLING ZHU GAOCHI HONG XI REN ZHONG 48 YEARS | EMPRESS ZHANG
AD. 1424—1425
" JINGLING | ZHU ZHANJI XUAN DE XUAN ZHONG 38 YEARS EMFRESS SUN |
AD. 1426—1435
| YULING ZHU QIZHEN | ZHENG—TONE | . YING ZHONG 38 YEARS EMPRESS QIAN
AD. 1436—1449 EMPRESS ZHOU
TIAN SHUN '
A.D. 1457—1464
| MAOLING | ZHU JIANSHEN | CHENG HUA XIAN ZHONG 41 YEARS EMPRESS JI, |
[ A.D. 1465—1487 WANG SHAO
| TAILING | ZHU YOUTANG |  HONG ZHI XIAO ZHONG 36 YEARS | EMPRESS ZHANG
A.D. 1488—1505 '
| KANGLING | ZHU HOUZHAO |  ZHENG DE WU ZHONG 31 YEARS | EMPRESS XIA
A.D. 1506—1521
| YONGLING  |ZHU HOUZHONG JIA JING SHI ZHONG 60 YEARS EMPRESS DU
A.D. 1522—1566 EMPRESS CHEN
 ZHAOLING | ZHU ZAIHOU LONG QING MUZHONG | 36 YEARS  [EMPRESS LI CHEN,
AD. 1567—1572 LI
DINGLING ZHU YIJUN WAN LI SHEN ZHONG 58 YEARS EMPRESS WANG
A.D. 1573—1620 XIAO—DUAN
/ WANG XIAO—JING
| QINGLING | ZHU CHANGLUO|  TAI CHANG GUANG ZHONG 39 YEARS EMPRESS GUO,
AD. 1620 WANG, LIU
| DELING | ZHU YOUXIAO TIANQI XI ZHONG 23 YEARS | EMPRESS ZHANG
AD. 1621—1627
SILING ZHU YOUJIAN | CHONG ZHEN SI ZHONG' 35 YEARS EMPRESS ZHOU,
AD. 1628—1644 TIEN (CONCUBINE)

Located at the southernmost part of the tomb complex, the Stone Memorial Archway marks the entrance to the entire
site. Built in 1541, the archway is 33.6 metres wide and 10.5 metres tall. It is made entirely of Chinese white marble. The six-
pillars support a roof made up of eleven sections. The bases of the pillars are decorated wit-h carvings of lotus petals, while the
upper sections are carved with dragons, lions and patterns of ocean waves, mountains and clouds.
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Further to the nor‘th stands the Great Red Gate, and in front of this is the Dismounting Stele, inscribed with the words:
“Officials and others must dismount here.” The Great Red Gate stands facing south. Built entirely of stone, it has three arched
openings and its roof is covered with yellow glazed tiles.

To the north of the Great Red Gate is the huge Stele Pavilion, with its multi - eaved gabled roof covered with glazed tiles.
Four arched openings lead to the interior, where the tall stele erected in 1436 rests on the back of a stone tortoise with a
dragon’s head. The front of the stele bears the inscription: “The stone table of divine and sagely virtue of Changling of the
great Ming.” This is followed by an inscription of more than 3,500 words composed by Emperor Hongxi in 1425 and written
by the famous calligrapher Cheng Nanyao. The back of the stele is inscribed with an “Elegy on the Ming Tombs in Thirty
Rhymed Verses” by Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty. Four ornamental pillars stand at the corners of the pavilion, and
at the top of each squats a mythical beast carved out of white marble. The beasts facing the south are called” watching the

emperor depart” while those facing north are called observing the emperor return.”

To the north of the stele pavilion , on each side of the Sacred Way, are carved stone observation pillars , followed by
eighteen pairs of stone figures lined up on opposite sides of the Way. There are two pairs each of lions, ziezhi (mythical
beasts with one horn on each of their heads), camels, elephants, Qilin (mythical beasts) and horses. In each case, one pair is

standing and the other kneeling. Each stone animal is carved out of a single piece of stone.

Beyond the animals come six pairs of human figures: two pairs each of military officials, dressed in armour and carrying
cudgels and swords; two of civil officials; and two of meritorious officials holding tablets of audience, immaculately dressed
and standing in solemn silence. Beyond the stone figures stands the memorial archway known as the Lattice Gate, also known
as the Dragon and Phoenix Gate. Its three openings are formed by columns resembling ornamental pillars. In the centre of the
epistyles above each of the openings is a stone carving of a flaming pearl, which gives the archway yet another name, “ the

flaming archway”.
Passing through the Lattice Gate, the Sacred Way leads over two bridges, the first with five arches and the second with

seven, and proceeds directly to the Changling, while a branch heads off to the west and joins the Sacred Ways to the Zhaoling

and Dingling.
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