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The Miracle of Mawangdui

1. Mawangdui and Ma’andui

Today, the Han Tombs at Mawangdui, in Changsha City, is
world famous and greatly reputed. Yet as to the discovery and excava-
tion of them, which I am going to discuss in the following, is still un-
known to many people.

In 1951’s winter, Xia Nai, vice director of the Institute of Ar-
chaeological Research of China, discovered two mounds located at the
eastern suburb of Changsha City, when he and his fellow workers were
conducting archaeological excavation and investigation. He considered
them as a group of Han Tombs, which, later in 1961, was designated
by the people’s government of Hunan Province as a cultural relic pro-
tection site at the provincial level.

After 1949, a Communism Party School and a Communism
League School located near the Han Tombs at Mawangdui were later
transformed into a sanatorium for government officials. In 1966, the
sanatorium was disbanded and replaced by a military hospital for the
military area of Hunan Province.

In 1970, in order to carry out the armament policy launched by

Lin Biao, the hospital expanded its facilities by constructing under-
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Mawangdui and Ma’andui

ground wards in the two mounds nearby. Two tunnels were excavated :
one was to the east of Tomb No. 1, the other between Tombs No. 1
and No. 2. When the eastern tunnel was dug for 3 to 4 meters, it
collapsed and the construction process was hindered. Gas leaked from
underground as people checked the collapsed tunnel by poking it with
metal bars. Then they thought there would be a cavity down below. So
they tried pouring water inward, but the great pressure of the gas burst
it out immediately. The gas was then lighted as someone proposed to,
and it turned out to ignite easily and blue flames were spotted. “There
must be some treasures down below!” people exclaimed, and immedi-
ately reported it to the higher authorities. The message was finally sent
to the Hunan Provincial Museum three days later. I left for Mawangdui
by bike with a colleague right away as soon as I received the telephone
call from the Office in Charge of Culture of the Provincial Revolution
Committee. Just as what we had estimated, the Han Tombs had al-
ready been damaged to some extent. Some people even lighted their
cigarette using the leaking gas when we entered the tunnel near tomb
No. 1. These tombs are known as “huokengmu” (tomb like a brick
bed with a cavity for heating with firewood ). Before 1949, 7 or 8
tombs of this kind had been discovered, all of which share the same
property : cultural relics are well-preserved if a gas leak occurs in the
tomb chamber. I fetched an airbag from the hospital and tried to take
a sample of this gas. But in vain, the gas was lacking density after
three days of constant leak itself and continuous stir by people. That is
one of the:most regretful incidents in the later scientific research on

Han Tombs at Mawangdui, for the gas was related to the well-preser-
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The Miracle of Mawangdui

vation of the world renowned corpse and many other cultural relics.

After the official approval of the correspondent authority in the
State Council, Revolution Committee of the people’s government of
Hunan Province allocated funds for the excavation of the Han Tomb
No. 1 at Mawangdui. No workshop was built then due to insufficient
funds. So we lived in rented rooms in houses nearby. There, we re-
ceived an unexpected surprise.

Originally speaking, archaeologists were holding a doubtful opin-
ion to the name of this place. During Five Dynasties Period (907—
960) , Ma Yin claimed himself as “Ma Wang” (King Ma) in Hunan
area. It is generally believed that this site was the tomb of Ma Yin.
Hence it was named “Mawangdui” ( mound of King Ma). However,
since there is a long interval between Han Dynasty (202 B. C. —220
A.D. ) and Five Dynasties, it may not be accurate or proper to call it
“Mawangdui”. We noticed the number plate attached to the houses
there all read: “Ma’andui” ( mound of saddle shape) , which is the
true name of the two mounds. Viewing from afar, they did look like a
huge saddle on the plain. Later excavation and investigation have
shown that the tombs were the family graveyard of Li Xiang, Prime
Minister of Changsha State in the early years of Western Han Dynasty,
which further demonstrated the mistake of naming it “Mawangdui”.
Although “Mawangdui” is not the correct name, it has already be-

come a household term throughout the world.
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