The Construction and Deconstruction of Epanggong:
Notes from the Crossroads of History and Poetry*

Charles Sanft (Munster)

Students of early Chinese history are by now used to archaeologically recovered materials
challenging and changing our conceptions and pre-conceptions. These matetials sometimes fill
in information that was missing before. The details of Qin law, for example, were nearly un-
known before a cache of bamboo strips containing a variety of Qin legal records was recov-
ered at Shuihudi P&, 3+ .1 Other times, recovered matetials have enriched a formetly impov-
erished understanding, as in the case of early musical culture.? But when archacologists’ find-
ings overlap with received history, the situation is often more complicated. Skeptics can find
fuel for doubt in the same places defenders of tradition find support for standard accounts.
Sometimes a single site confirms some aspects of received history while disproving others.
Such is the case for the Qin Epanggong ¥ % ¥ (Epang palace).

The First Emperor of Qin (Qin Shihuang % 45 2, r. 221-210 BC) began work on this pal-
ace in 212 BC as the first part of a planned new capital outside of Xianyang & [% (Shaanxi).
The First Emperor was never one to go in for small, but the description of Epanggong’s size
in $hiji % 3% beggars belief. This and other eatly accounts do not desctibe the palace in detail;
instead they repeatedly and in different ways say how really big it was. Despite Epang’s fame,
Shi ji does not mention its fate, but scholars generally assumed that Epanggong burned to-
gether with the Qin palaces at Xianyang. After its putative destruction, Epanggong and its
remarkable size were often mentioned in prose and poetry. Then beginning in the Tang dy-
nasty, particularly with Du Mu’s 2 3z (803 — ca. 853) “Epang fu” ¥ % B, accounts of Epang
palace changed. The primary image of Epanggong, in history as well as poetry, became one of
unbelievable opulence and its destruction in fire. As might be expected, these exaggerated
descriptions attracted doubt, and even the S/ ji account has been rejected.

* 1 would like to thank Reinhard Emmerich, Lothar von Falkenhausen, Miyake Kiyoshi § = /%, Yuri
Pines, Mark Pitner, and Tomiya Itaru § # 2 for reading and commenting. I presented a version of this
paper as a lecture at the Institut fiir Sinologie und Osienkunde, Universitit Munster, on 16 January
2008. Funding was provided by the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science. At the “The Birth of
Empire: The State of Qin Revisited” workshop held at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem December
10-19, 2008 — after this paper had been submitted to Oriens Extremus — 1 heard Andrew Plaks give an in-
teresting talk about portrayals of the First Emperor in later fiction, which is something that this paper
doesn’t touch on. But in the subsequent discussion, I was happy to hear Hsing I-t'ien % & 9 make the
same point my paper does about the central role Du Mu’s “Epang fu” had in determining later percep-
tions of Epanggong.

1 The best-known western study of the Qin legal documents is AFP Hulsewé, Remmants of Ch'in Law: An
Apnnotated Translation of the Ch'in Legal and Administrative Rules of the 3rd Century B.C. Discovered in Yiin-meng
Prefecture, Hu-pei Province, in 1975 (Leiden: Brill, 1985).

2 See Lothar von Falkenhausen, Suspended Music: Chime-Bells in the Culture of Bronze Age China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993).
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In the last few years, archacology has challenged the received conceptions of Epanggong
with evidence that the palace was neither finished nor burned. It follows from this that the
dimensions given in S4iji reflect plans, not actual size. At the same time, archaeologists have
confirmed the Qin were in the process of building a huge palace complex, and the 4/ de-
scription of Epanggong’s intended size fits available information. Thus, the archaeologists’
results do not disprove the 4z ji account so much as change how we read it and demonstrate
how later readers’ assumptions and inferences were wrong. Epanggong is yet another case in
which new information from archaeology helps us better understand both early China and the
Shi ji? The palace and its reception are an example of the complex interaction between litera-
ture and history, with archaeology as antidote to poetic license. And because of the incredulity
its description in 547 ji has attracted, Epanggong is also an object lesson in the risks of specula-
tive skepticism.

I begin this article by examining the name Epanggong. I then turn to historical accounts of
Epanggong’s construction, and those concerning the destruction of Xianyang and the burning
of the Qin palaces there. Next I will look at Epanggong as seen in history, poetry, and other
works. These accounts fall into two groups, those that treat Epang as a geographical place and
those using it as a trope for excess, both of which have influenced later historical perceptions.
I shall then summarize new information from archaeologists working at the Epang site in
recent years, and compare that information with received accounts, focusing on Epanggong’s
size, state of completion, and supposed destruction. I will conclude with some thoughts about
what Epanggong can tell us concerning the role of skepticism in history.

The Name Epang

The name Epang is difficult to interpret; even its pronunciation is tricky. Many people — in-
cluding some scholars — pronounce and/or transliterate the name as its component graphs
would typically be pronounced in modern Chinese (i.e., Afang). Others follow a S ji com-
mentary to read Ebang* Ciyuan §% % and Hanyu dacidian i3 3% = 3% agree that Epang is the
preferred reading, and in the interest of consistency I will follow these dictionaries to translit-
erate the name as Epang throughout this article.>

There is little agreement about what the name means. S4 /i says:

o FAS =, Sl fEsFEL FgRS, X THLFPSE.

Epanggong was not completed; when completed, [Qin Shihuang] wanted to choose a commanding

name and [formally] name it. They made the palace ¢pang, so the realm called it Epanggong.

3 Yuri Pines, “Biases and Their Sources: Qin History in the Sk ji,” Oriens Exctremus 45 (2005/6), 10-34
incorporates recovered materials into discussion of $/47 i histotiography and articulates an integrationist
paradigm for such research. For a broader consideration of how archaeology and text-based research
can be brought together, see Lothar von Falkenhausen, “Archaeological Perspectives on the Philoso-
phicization of Royal Zhou Ritual,” in Perveptions of Antiguity in Chinese Civilization, ed. Dieter Kuhn and
Helga Stahl (Heidelberg: edition forum, 2008), 135-175.

4 E.g., David R. Knechtges, transl., Wen xuan or Selections of Refined Literature, volume 1: Rhapsodies on
Metropolises and Capitals (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 172-173; Sima Qian # 5 1%
(ca. 145 — ca. 86 BC), $4i ji (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 6.256.

5 For both Ciyman and Hanyu dacidian, see s. v. s , fang /pang, as well as F? 5 Epang; see also Guangyun 1§
ik (Sibu beiyao), 2.27a.
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This tells us the name Epanggong was not officially given, and hints it was too prosaic for a
palace. But it does not answer the question of what ¢pang means. Sima Zhen’s ¥ 5 f (ca
656-720) Shi ji “Suoyin” % & commentary explains,

P HA LS TR PSR o0

This names the palace according to its form, meaning the palace’s four sides were broad.

Yan Shigu B FF w (581—-645), commenting on an occurrence of the name in Han shu % % |
recorded three explanations for it:
Peg T2 F o ss c- WAoo SHBFENPL L 50 o 5F AT
F oW IR AG Lo B3 AR “’%i]’v" o FP » if4 o7
Epang refers to how the four sides (¢ # ) of the palace were all large rooms (fang % ). Another expla-
nation is that a large hill was called ¢, and [the name] refers to the palace being as high as a room
made on a large hill. Fang is sometimes pang % (next to). The explanation is that Shihuang was mak-
ing this palace and it did not yet have a name, so they temporarily called it ¢pang because it was close
to Xianyang; ¢ means close.

Other early sources offer explanations — mostly variations on these — but are no more defini-
tive.8

Modern scholars generally understand Epang as a geographical reference.? Some connect
the name to local dialect and suggest it meant “over there,” referring to the palace’s location
across the Wei ¥ river and away from Xianyang.!® Others understand it as a more specific
reference. Xin Yupu ¥ I 7 builds on explanations given in S4/ ji and Sanfir huangtn = # 5§ )
to suggest Epang denoted the place next to the former site of a palace supposedly begun by
Qin king Huiwen & < (r. 337-311 BC) on the plain below Mt. Zhongnan # & .11 Wang
Yuzhe * I 4F argues the name referred to the place being close to Pang #% or Pangjing 77 7.,
equivalent to the place Fang » mentioned in the Shjing 7% % poem “Liuyue” - 7 (Mao
#177), while Wang Hui 3 #& suggests it referred to the palace being at Feng ¥, taking ¢ (or

6 See Shiji, 6.256.
7 Ban Gu FL¥] (32-92), Han shu ;% % (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), 51.2329.

5

8 See the discussion in Yong Fangquan % * A, “Epanggong mingkao” I¥ % § & ¥, Huaxia wenhna %
g % i 3(1998), 41-42; Yong: 42 cites Yang Chunlin 1§ % ?T’ “Epanggong ming xin shi” [¢# % § &
FTFR, Shaanxi ribao 1% & P 4F 14 December 1989, as listing a total of eleven ancient and modern expla-
nations.

9 E.g, Ma Feibai & 2“7, Qin jishi % £ ¢ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982), 540 says that the name
Epang referred to the place, though he gives no further explanation.

10 According to Yong: 42, Yang Chunlin was the first to suggest this. Huang Huaixin & {13, “Guanyu
‘Bpanggong’ zhi ming” B **“F¢ % § 72 &, Wenbo = 5 2 (1998), 49-50; and Sun Hua 7% &,
“Epang’ yin yi kao” “I7 %75 & %, Xianyang shifan xweyuan xuebao 7 Vs fF 4= 5 P § 47 1 (2002), 12—
14 give similar explanations of the name’s sense but different proposed pronunciations. Yong
Fangquan, “Epanggong mingkao™: 41-43 also makes this connection, but reverses it to suggest the
name preceded the dialect term, saying that Epang was named for its place next to Nanshan & Li.

11 Also called Nanshan & i; Xin Yupu, ““Epanggong’ hanyi bieshuo” “f# % § i & B E, in QOin
wenhua luncong % < 1% # #., no. 5, ed. Qin Shihuang bingmayong bowuguan “luncong” bianweihui %
bo8 B T 07 A <<&a&>> % £ (Xian: Sangin chubanshe, 1996), 362-364.
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perhaps 4) as a prefix without particular meaning.'? All in all, there is no consensus about how
to understand the name Epanggong.

Beginning already in Han sources, Epang is also sometimes referred to as Epangcheng [#
% 3% or Hcheng ¥ 33 (Epang or E wall(s)). Yan Shigu explains:

B AA S Y o HBELR o B LB o1
Echeng was originally the Qin Epanggong. Because its walls were high and wide, it was commonly
called Echeng.

Most likely, the site was referred to as Echeng because only walls were there. Cheng Dachang
A2~ & (1123-1195) suggested just this long ago, supposing that the walls alone remained
after Epang palace was burned.!* Archaeologists now believe that, in fact, an incomplete en-
circling wall was about all that was built on top of the packed earth platform constructed for
Epang (see below). So it seems the name Echeng came about because only walls were there,
although this does not tell us what E or Epang means.!>

The Construction of Epanggong

The Sanfu huangtn says that Huiwen began Epanggong but left it incomplete, and the First
Emperor was expanding on that project — an assertion Xin Yupu takes up in his explanation
of the name Epang (see above).!® The absence of other sources substantiating this make it
doubtful, and there is nothing in the archaeological reports to suggest that the palace was an
expansion of an earlier building.!” However, the presence of identified pre-unification remains
near the site means some connection with a previous structure is not impossible.!8

12 Wang Yuzhe, “Xizhou Fangjing diwang de zai tantao” & % 75 3 3 el 533, Lishi yawjin Ff & 7
1 1 (1994), 46-57; see also Maoshi hengyi * # & %, 10B.5a [359], in Ruan Yuan %= (1764-1849)
(ed.), Shisanjing hn shn + = %3 g%, (Taipel: Yiwen yinshuguan, 2001); Wang Hui % #&. “Jinwen ‘Pang-
jing ji Qin zhi ‘Bpang’ shuo” £ % “Fx>” T4 2. “F° %7 &, Shaanxi lishi bowugnan gnankan Ve & Ft
¢ % $# 45487, no. 3, ed. Shaanxi lishi bowuguan guankan bianjibu & & A € 18 17 45487 $iB3R
(X{’an: Xibei daxue chubanshe, 1996), 11-16, 144; on Pang, see also Li Feng, Iandscape and Power in Early
China: The Crisis and Fall of the Western Zhou 1045-771 BC (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 56.

13 Han shu, 65.2848.

14 Cheng Dachang, Yong in %43 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2002), 18.

15 Yang Dongyu 1§ & # and Duan Qingbo £ . “Epanggong gainian yu Epanggong kaogu” I* 5 §
FEL B 5§ 4w, Kaogn yu wemvn % 5 £2 % 3 2 (2006), 53; Wang Xueli X 5 72, < ‘Epanggong,’
‘Epang giandian’ yu ‘Qiandian Epang’ de kaoguxue jiedu” “[¥ % g 7 ~ “[¢ 5% 70 L7 22 “3 e 57
e+ § 123, in Zhou Qin Han Tang wenbua yarjin % % % B < 1“F 3, number 4, ed. Huang Liuzhu
¥ ¥ ¥k and Wei Quanrui £ > 3 (Xi’an: Sangin chubanshe, 2006), 42-43.

16 He Qinggu # i &, Sanfu huangtn jiao hu = #f % B1HL (XPan: Sangin chubanshe, 2006), 57; Yang
and Duan: 52 also accept this.

17 Ma Feibai, 539. Cf. Yang Dongyu and Duan Qingbo, 52 and note 3, who accept that Huiwen began
work on Epang. See below for the archaeological report.

18 For example, there is a large packed-earth platform commonly referred to as the “Qin Shihuang shang-
tian tai” % 4~ 2 +} % 5 located some 500 meters north of Epanggong, as well as what was called the
“Cishimen” % % *, both of which archacologists now say pre-date unification; see Li Yufang % &t %
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According to Sima Qian # 5 # (ca. 145 — ca. 86 BC) in Sk ji, work on Epanggong began
during the reign of the First Emperor, Qin Shihuang. The First Emperor decided in 212 BC
that the Qin capital at Xianyang was too small, and began building a new one of giant dimen-
sions between the sites of the former Zhou % cities Feng and Hao 4%. Epanggong was the
first step of this project:

’

i3

BEEHF A RS AGEHEP S > KRG T FH 0 AT L o UL
T ST bR AR BTG Ad LR R e b
A2 AN R ERFEEFERY Y RS FAD o (L L2 o
Thereupon [the First Emperor began] building a court palace in Shanglin Park + +£5% south of the
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river Wei. First they worked on the anterior palace, Epang. From east to west, it was to be five hun-
dred paces (about 690 meters); from north to south, fifty ghang 2 (115.5 meters). On top, it was to
seat ten thousand people; below, they would erect flag [poles] of five zhang (11.55 meters).20 All
around they would make raised ways, from below the hall direct to Nanshan & 11, and mark the
peak of Nanshan as gate-tower. They were going to make a raised way from Epang across the Wei,
connecting it to Xianyang, in order to emulate how [the constellation] Gedao # i (Raised way) cuts
across the Han /% to reach Yingshi '% % in the firmament.2! Epanggong was not finished; when fin-
ished, he wanted to choose a commanding name and [formally] name it.

The work continued until the First Emperor died in 210 BC. Sk /i records the command of
Qin Shihuang’s son and successot, the Second Emperor (Ershi = €', Huhai #* 7, r. 209-207
BC), to restart construction in 209 BC, as that work had been stopped to free up laborers for
finishing the First Emperot’s tomb at Lishan .l

SBIER v TR R EBPE] Y IFEEE AR f1 N B
T D A cRLEAE, LML T AR EZTAFETES o RIFWEF 02

The Second Emperor returned to Xianyang and said, “The previous emperor thought the Xianyang
court was too small, and so was building Epanggong as his residence. Before it was completed, it
happened that the sovereign died. They stopped its workers [and transferred them] to finish Lishan.?3
The work at Lishan is greatly completed. If I now were to give up on Epanggong and not complete
it, that would indicate the previous emperor’s act was wrong.” So they resumed work on Epanggong.

and Wang Zili 2 p 4 | “Xi’an Qin Han Shanglinyuan sihao, liuhao jianzhu yizhi fajue” & % % i * +%
Jow g s BEH E B3 . Zhonggno wenwu bao 6]uly 2007, 5; Feng Guo /% . “Xunzhao DuMu’
Epanggong” &35 “R 47 ¥ 5§, Lizowang ximven honkan B % 77 1 ;’tJ' | 51 (2006), 62—63; desctip-
tion and photo of the platform in Wang Xueli, Xiamyang didu ji 71 % 3738 (Xi'an: Sangin chubanshe,
1999), 147.

19 Shiji, 1.256.

20 1 follow Hanyu dacidian to take hang as equivalent to 2.31 meters, and the “pace” (b # ) as equal to six
chi %, thus 1.38 meters.

21 Gedao is the name for a constellation of six stars corresponding to &, o, =, 0, ¢, and v of Cassiopeia;
Yingshi is an astetism comprised of « and B Pegasus; see Gustave Schlegel, Uranographie chinoise, 2. vols.
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1875). The celestial Han River is the Milky Way.

22 Shiji, 6.268-269.

23 Lishan was (and is) the location of the First Emperor’s tomb. As Zhang Shoujie 3& = & (8th c.) ex-
plains in his S%/ji “Zheng yi” i # commentary, the phrase “returning the earth” (fir 7« 48 3 ) that had
been removed refers to the final stage of construction, so I render it as “finish.”
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Shi ji records the recommendation of Qin high officials Feng Quiji 75 4 & (d. 208 BC), Feng
Jie 15 3* (d. 208 BC), and Li Si F 27 (d. 208 BC) to stop work on Epanggong in the second
year of Ershi’s reign (208 BC), which shows that construction was continuing.?* But this is as
much as S/ i tells us about the building of Epanggong. Work ended no later than the fall of
Qin in 207 BC, and Har shu says the palace was left undone — although most readers have
believed it was mostly completed.?®

The first Shi ji passage quoted above gives Epanggong’s planned dimensions and some of
the cosmology underlying its design. Sima Qian describes a large palace complex (not a single
hall — see below), intended to be some 690 meters east to west and 115.5 meters north to
south. The number provided for the crowd that could be seated in the palace — “ten thou-
sand” or “myriad” (wan §) people — is a standard formulation that just means “really a lot.”
The flags out front were to be on poles 11.55 meters high, a size limited by proper propottion,
though what exactly this means in terms of the palace’s height is not known. And although
these numbers may seem hard to believe, archacologists’ results show we should take them
setiously. Yet as my translation of the passage reflects, the figures are best understood as rep-
resenting intended size. For archaeologists say that the palace was never even close to com-
pleted — indeed, the project was only beginning.

The Burning of the Qin Palaces and Supposed Destruction of Epanggong

Between the fall of the Qin in 207 BC and the establishment of Han control in 202 BC, there
was a struggle for power in the realm. Although a number of players were involved, the situa-
tion resolved into a contest for supremacy between Xiang Ji 7 4§ (better known by his 27 F,
Yu 32, 232-202 BC) and his rival, Liu Bang $|#% (Han Gaozu & & 4E, r. 206-195 BC), who
would go on to found the Han dynasty. During the overthrow of Qin and conflict with Liu
Bang, Xiang Yu destroyed a number of cities. The most notable of these was the Qin capital
Xianyang, the destruction of which included burning the Qin palaces there. S/ ji mentions
these events repeatedly. Here are the three most important instances:

B4 HGEL  BRIKE O BIHI LRI -EEAB EHT R 5 E

T TR

After more than a month, the armies of the lords arrived, and Xiang Ji became leader of the coali-

tion. He killed Ziying and the imperial sons and lineage. Then he destroyed Xianyang, burned [the

Qin] palaces, captured their women, and seized their treasure and goods.

Bdep » RN EGT ELE > BEZHI IR EEATE N2 AR B FHELA

Koo B2 ARE TR X CRLELF Y

After several days, Xiang Yu led his army west and destroyed Xianyang. He killed the surrendered

Qin king Ziying and burned the Qin palaces, and the fire was not extinguished for three months.

Having seized their goods, treasure, and women, he went east ... King Xiang saw the Qin palaces

had all been devastated by fire, and in his heart he wanted to return to the east.

24 Shiji, 6.271.

25 Han shu,“Wuxing zhi” I 7 &, 27B.1447 says: % ... {42 5 > A2 & = © “The Qin ... restarted
Epang, but were destroyed before it was completed.”

26 Shiji, 6.275.
27 Shiji, 7.315; repeated in a slightly different wording, Han shu, 31.1808.
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WREET > BELIELT R TEE A A B
Xiang Yu then went west. He destroyed and burned Xianyang and the Qin palaces, and devastated
every place he passed.

These passages mention only the Qin palaces at Xianyang, but have generally been assumed to
include Epanggong. As a result, many sources treat the destruction of Epanggong in the con-
flagration as fact. Archaeologists now say it never burned — something I will return to below.

Later Portrayals of Epanggong

After the end of the Qin dynasty, many writers and poets spoke of Epanggong. Beginning
already with accounts from Han times, these portrayals of Epanggong fall into two groups.
One sort treats Epanggong as a geographical place without any other obvious significance; the
other uses it as a trope for Qin excess. In the $47 /i description quoted above, the two types are
perhaps mixed, but over time they developed on diverging lines, and as Epang the place faded
to become just another landmark, Epang the trope lived and grew.?

Most who spoke of Epanggong in Han times did so to ctiticize the Qin. Jia Shan’s § i (d.
after 174 BC) famous essay “Zhiyan” I % describes the palace’s great size, which he says was
such that, “Accompanying chatiots and attendant cavalty would gallop wildly, four horses
[abreast], their pennants and flags not bending” (.2 %ef, w B ¥5 53E7 §%). Jia Shan
also calls Epanggong one of the many factors that contributed to the end of the Qin ruling
house.® Wu Pi iZA4% (d. 122 BC) connected Epanggong to inotdinate demands for taxes and
cotvée labor service under the Qin.3! For court wit Dongfang Shuo & * 5 (154-93 BC),
Epanggong was a symbol of the indulgence that had led to the Qin dynasty’s fall.3? Yang Xiong
3 22 (53 BC — AD 18) compared the Qin and Han dynasties using palaces at a metaphor, con-
trasting Epanggong and the negative way of rulership it embodied with the virtues of the Wei-
yang A + palace built by Liu Bang, founder of the Han.

Historian Ban Gu’s FLH (32-92) Han shu preserves (among many other things) the works
of Jia Shan, Wu Bei, and Yang Xiong I cited above. Epanggong, under the name of Echeng,

28 Shiji, 8.365.

29 Please note that the following is only a brief survey of writings that touch on Epanggong. The palace
was part of so much poetry and prose that treating it exhaustively would go beyond the scope of this at-
ticle.

30 Han shu, 51.2328, 2332. 1t is interesting to note that Jia Shan describes the construction of the palace
only as “sieving soil” (shai n & 3 ) to be used for packed-earth construction (51.2332), which was just
about the only stage of construction the Qin actually got to in this case (see discussion below). Never-
theless, Jia Shan also refers to Epanggong’s great height, in keeping with the theme of gigantism. But
this must describe intended size, as in the S47 i description, unless it is pure invention. For a study of
“Zhi yan,” see Reinhard Emmetich, “Priliminarien zu Jia Shan und dessen Werk,” in Raimund Kolb
and Martina Siebett (eds.), Uber Hinmel und Erde: Festschrift fiir Erling von Mende (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz
Vetlag, 2006), 55-83.

31 Han shu, 45.2172.
32 Han shu, 65.2847.
33 Han shu, 87A.3553.
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also appears in the Han shu as a landmark, without any other connotation.>* Ban Gu mentions
Epanggong in his “Dongdu fu” & ‘i‘;"? BR as well. There he laments that people of his day were
familiar with Epang and the cosmology of its layout but did not understand the design princi-
ples undetlying the Eastern Han capital Luoyang 7% F# .35 Later, in the 2nd century, Liu Yu %
Iéx’l (d. 168) blamed Epanggong for increasing the numbers of prison laborers who supplied
the labor for its construction, making the building of Epanggong part of the often criticized
harsh Qin penal system.3¢

Even after the end of the Han, criticizing the Qin was common in various rhetorical con-
texts, and Epanggong was patt of this. Yang Fu # & (ca. early 3rd c.) connected Epang to the
fall of Qin in arguments against palace building, putting the Qin alongside archetypical bad
rulers of ancient times. Zhan Qian # % (fl. ca. 220-240) used Epanggong as a symbol of
elaborate construction in remonstrance against the same. And Gaotang Long B ¥ & (d. 237)
adduced Epanggong along with the Great Wall as typifying the kind of excesses the First
Emperor pursued instead of proper rule.’’

The Sanfit huangtn describes notable places and buildings in and around the capital and has
been dated to approximately the first half of the 3rd century (though the inclusion of Tang-era
place names means the present version cannot entirely date to that time). Its description of
Epanggong appears to derive from that in 4/ ji, but it expands description of the buildings
associated with the palace and adds that, “They were going to make bridges of magnolia and a
gate of lodestone” (14 4 fF & B, MUEF & ) for it

Things were still happening at Epang the place dutring the 4th century. Liu Yao ¥/
(t. 318-329), ruler of Zhao A4}, imprisoned some fifty men at Epang — presumably making use
of its walls.* The palace played a part in rhetoric then, too, as when two of Liu Yao’s subordi-
nates, Qiao Yu # . and He Bao §= ¥, remonstrated with him about excessive construction,
which they derided as imitation of Epanggong.*

Years after this, Pu Sheng Ff 4 (r. 355-357), ruler of the Qiangin # %, visited Epang,
and records of that event treat it as just another place.#! Pu Sheng’s son and successor, Pu Jian

34 Han shu, 65.2851.

35 Fan Ye 5 [ (398-445), Hou Han shu 1 % % (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1965), 40B.1370; also antholo-
gized in Xiao Tong # ¥t (501-531) (ed.), Wen xuan < i% (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1986),
39; transl. Knechtges, Wen xuan, vol. 1, 173.

36 Hou Han shu, 57.1856.

37 'The preceding three instances from Chen Shou Ft & (233-297), Sangio 3hi = B % (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1959), 25.707, 714, 716.

38 He Qinggu, Sanfu huangtu jiao 3bu, 57-60; information on dating from He Qinggu’s introduction, “Qian-

2 2z~

yan” @ %, 1-5 — thanks to Yuri Pines for reminding me to mention this; see also Wang Xueli,
“Kaoguxue jiedu,” 41-42; NB the Sanfu huangin gives Epanggong’s east-west size as 50 paces, one-tenth
of that in S ji, which Wang Xueli reasonably suggests resulted from a copying error.

39 Fang Xuanling % % & (578-648), Jin shu —?f % (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974). 103.2686.

40 Jin shn, 103.2689.

41 Jin shn, 112.2877; Wei Shou &1t (506-572), Wei shu %% (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 95.2075;
Cui Hong B.#§ (fl. 496-525), Shilingno chungin = = B % #%, (Siku quanshu, hereafter: SKQS), 35.10a
[589]. Some dictionaries, like the Wang Li Gubanyn gidian & 4 + 7% & F £ , give only the reading fi/Fu
for the graph #*, but I follow Hamyu dacidian to read the surname as Pu.
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Ff % (r. 357-385) once camped his army at Epang. There is said to have been a song in
Chang’an at the time that went, “The phoenix, the phoenix, / Stops at Epang” (§ 2 B 2, i
F? % ).%2 This is said to have inspited Pu Jian to plant wutong 5 1¥ (phoenix trees) at Epang in
an attempt to make the song come true by providing the only roost acceptable to that mythical
bird.# The ruler of Yan #: Murong Chong % % i* (359-386) — once styled Fenghuang } J&,
“Phoenix” — later proclaimed himself emperor at Epang.* In the early 5th century, Liu Yu €l
#5, emperor Wu #° of the Southern Song (r. 420-422), visited the former Epang and Weiyang
palaces, which moved him.*> Yuan Hong 7 % (r. 471-499), ruler of the Wei %k, visited them
as well.4¢

The trope was still active, too. Zhang Xintai % % % (d. 501) used the name Epang as
synecdoche for a large palace and connected it to the destruction of the Qin.*’ The Shu yi ji if
£ 3%, attributed to Ren Fang iZ p* (460-508), records a putative children’s song that went,
“Epang, Epang / Destroyed Shihuang” (Ff % [? %, = 45 8).48

It was in Tang times that Epanggong the trope began to take on really fantastic dimen-
sions. This did not occur immediately. Portrayals of Epang in the 7th and 8th centuries were
generally in line with the examples I cite above. For example, standard histories record that the
future Tang emperor Taizong = % (Li Shimin % + %, r. 627-649) camped his army at
Epang#® A fragment of Li Tai’s % % (618-652) Kuo di 2hi 353+ & treats Epang as a famous
place, nothing more.’® And in the Ywanke junxian 3hi=fr¥8%i &, Li Jifu % = §F (758-814)
just names it, gives its location, and repeats the S/ /i description of its size.>!

There wete also familiar uses of Epanggong in thetotric. Li Mi % % (582-618) deemed
Epang — especially its colossal size — the reason for Ershi’s fall, and Wei Zheng EL W d (580—
643) cited it as the quintessential over-sized palace.”? Xue Shou fFiz (592-624) used the
(supposed but not described) ostentatious decoration of Epang to stand for the Qin emperors’
excesses, which he says caused the quick fall of their dynasty, and compared this to the relative
frugality and long reign of the Han.’> And in one of many temonstrations, Zhang Xuansu &

42 “Phoenix” is a conventional and only approximate rendeting of the mythical fenghuang ¥} . (written
here § 2).

43 Wei shu, 95.2078; Jin shu, 114.2922; Shiliugno chungin, 38.25a [636]; Li Yanshou % £ & (7th c)), Bei shi # €
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), 93.3068.

44 Jin shu, 9.234; Wei shu, 95.2062; Shilingno chungin, 38.30b [638].
45 Nanshi, 33.861.

46 Wei shu, TB.181; Bez shi, 3.117.

47  Nanshi, 5.155.

48 Ren Fang, Shu yi ji (SKQS), B.1b [624].

49 Liu Xu 8| 7 (887-9406), Jiu Tang shn ¥ % % (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1975), 1.3-4 , 2.23; Ouyang Xiu
B2 (1007-1072) and Song Qi FA% (998-1061), Xin Tang shu #75% % (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1975), 1.5.

50 Quoted in the “Zheng yi” commentary, S/ i, 6.256.
51 Li Jifu, Yuanbe junxian zhi (SKQS), 1.7b [137].
52 Jiu Tang shu, 53.2213,71.2551.
53 Jin Tang shu, 73.2588; a slightly different wording is also found Xz Tang shu, 98.3891.
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=% % (d. 664) coined what would become an often-repeated phrase suggesting the same cause
and effect relationship: “Epang was completed and the Qin people scattered” ¢ % =, % 4
$o54

Some descriptions in this petiod wete more elaborate. The Sanfu jinshi = 4 % (ca. eatly
to mid-7th c.) describes old matters of the capital area, and it combines Jia Shan’s equestrian
picture with imagined banquets to say that in Epang, “Chariots brought beer and cavalry
brought roast meat” # {7 jF} & {7 £ .5 But even poets were generally restrained at this time.
For example, in the 9th century Hu Zeng # % (ca. 9th c.) wrote a collection of poems on
historical topics, his Yong shi shi #k ® 3#. In one of these, Hu uses “Newly-built Epang — its
walls not yet dry” #72& [# % kA 3¢ before Liu Bang entered Chang’an as a metaphor for the
“great achievement” (da ye = %) of the Qin empire, which “collapsed like sand” (sha peng i/
#) after a short time — and he does so without elaborate description.56

But around the same time Epanggong underwent apotheosis at the hands of poet Du Mu
in his famous poem “Epang fu.”>” Du Mu wrote with two purposes, neither of which tended
to moderate poetic eloquence or reinforce the need for historical accuracy: “Epang fu” was
both a remonstrance against the excesses of Tang emperor Jingzong #x 7 (r. 825-827) and a
demonstration of literary talent.>®

In “Epang fu,” Du Mu portrayed a palace out of a dream, which, “Covered more than
three hundred %, / Separating sky and sun” (o /BR= F 42, IR 4= P), its walls bristling
with, “A turret every five paces / And a tower every ten” (T % — 1, * % — B), and its
“Hallways twisting round like silk, / And eaves like teeth, gaping high” (Fr*&® i, # 7 3
#). Du Mu dwelled on the dazzling prodigality involved in building this Xanadu: “Bronze
vessels and jades, / Golden bricks and peatl dle bits, / Wete discarded and twisted; / And the
people of Qin saw / But did not especially mourn” (s 48 % %, &£ H.3R#, 3 #lE, % 4
Rz, A H 'Pﬁ—). Du Mu also depicted the sad end of his imagined halls at hands of, “The
man from Chu,” who set them afire ““with one torch” and left behind “Pitiful, burned earth”
(FA-'B, ViR 3.

In “Epang fu,” Du Mu expanded and cemented the position of Epanggong as a symbol of
excess and futility. He turned what had before been hints and allusions into a detailed picture
of sublime indulgence, then he destroyed that picture in fires set by “the man from Chu,”
Xiang Yu. Through his brilliant poetry and vivid description, Du Mu shaped how most read-
ers in later times would think of Epanggong,.

54 Jin Tang shu, 75.2640; repeated Xin Tang shu, 102.3999.

55 Sanfu jinshi, 18, in Chen Xiaojie M 8&4%_(ed. and comm.), Sanfu jueln Sanfu gushi Sanfu jiushi = W 3 £ =
W ¥ = #f £ ¥ (XPan: Sangin chubanshe, 2006).

56 Hu Zeng, Yong shi shi (SKQS), A.26a [431].

57 Du Mu, Fanchuanji "' % (SKQS), 1.1a-2b [566]; “Epang fu” is of course widely anthologized; I also
consulted Wu Chucai £ # 4 (Wu Chengquan £ 3 1%, fl. 1695-1711) and Wu Diaohou £ 3 & (Wu
Dazhi £ % B, fl. 1678-1695) (eds.), Gumen gnanzhi = = Bik (1959; rpt. Nanning: Guangxi renmin
chubanshe, 1978), 7.315-318.

58 Stephen Owen, The Late Tang: Chinese Poetry of the Mid-Nintlh Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia
Center, 2006), 259-260; Wang Jingni 2 ® 5, Du Mu ji gi quopin $+ $c % H i¥ 5. (Changchun: Shidai
wenyi chubanshe, 1985), 234; Wang Xueli, “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 37-38.

OE 47 (2009)



170 Charles Sanft

It is no coincidence that Du Mu wrote as he did when he did, and that his wotk could af-
fect perceptions of Epang so profoundly, for the place itself was then fading from view. Pre-
viously, the ruins had been the place of military encampment, imprisonment, and other events,
indicating the Epang site was empty and noteworthy and that its walls were still useful. But
Song Mingqgiu & 47 F (1019-1079) recorded in the Changan 2hi % % % : “Today, it is all
commoners’ fields” (4 & % % 9 ), a change that must have occurred over a long petiod of
time.> With this change, Epang took on an overlay that would last in part to today, and no
more important events are recorded to have occurred there. The fading of the place and limi-
tations of the historical record combined with Epanggong’s fame to leave an empty space in
cultural memory — a space the “Epang fu” then filled.

The great Song scholar Cheng Dachang discussed Epanggong and the “Epang fu” in Yong
In %45, Cheng acknowledged the excellence of Du Mu’s poem. But he also pointed out that
Du Mu’s history was faulty, saying that Epanggong was never completed, much less occupied
in the majestic style Du Mu depicted.®® Cheng’s attention to the “Epang fu” reflects its popu-
larity at the time, and his critique of its historical content suggests the poem was already influ-
encing perceptions of Epanggong in a manner at odds with the record. But Cheng’s caution-
ary voice attracted limited attention.

Song poet Shi Hao ¥ i (1106-1194) took imagety from Du Mu and combined it with his
own to paint a picture of futlity: “Where are the golden bricks and peatl tile bits now? / We
only see Epang — the ground all ash” (£ B3R5 £ ™ &, 2 L7 % /& 4).51 In the hands
of poets, even the old conceit of Epang’s large size became more extreme. Cheng Jufu #24E
% (otiginally Cheng Wenhai 422 /&, 1249-1318) made Epanggong a symbol of hubtis that
went beyond ostentation to reach the acme of architectural ambition: “They exhausted all
decadence and went to the limits of beauty and were still not satisfied, / Saying the sea could
be bridged, and a stairway made to heaven” (# 3% & A%, HATRAT #).52 Along
similar lines, Zhu Mingshi % %+ (1260-1340) imagined Epang had, ‘A thousand gates and
ten thousand doors, tall and straight into the sky” (+ & é_% , the construction of
which he termed but one of the Qin’s improper deeds.%?

A Ming-era gazetteer noted the location of Epang and succinctly listed the two most sali-
ent facts about it: Qin Shihuang built it and Du Mu wrote a rhapsody on it.% Wang Ao 3 A&
(1450-1524) lamented the excesses of Epang in the conventional manner, but still granted
that, “It is not that the towering palace Epang was not beautiful ...” £ Mg [? % 2273 JL» 65

59 Song Mingqiu, Chang'an 2hi (SKQS), 12.11b [164]. See also Cheng Dachang, 19, who said that in Tang
times Echeng had already long been just a place name.

60 Cheng Dachang, 17-20.

61 From “Wanhao bapian” Ze4F ~ % | in Shi Hao, Maofeng ghenyin manin ¥% % E 1% 4 (SKQS), 50.7b
[915].

62 From “Epanggong,” in Cheng Jufu, Xuelon ji Z ¥ & (SKQS), 9.23a [113]; with apologies to Led Zeppelin.

63 From “Epanggong tuw” I# % ¥ B, in Song Wu & & (i.e., Zhu Mingshi), Cuiban ji B % & (SKQS), 49b
[331].

64 LiXian% §= (1408-1466), et al., Daming yitong zhi = P — st & (Xi'an: Sangin chubanshe, 1990), 32.17a
[561].
65 “Wuzicheng fu” £ + 33 &, in Wang Ao, Zhenze ji 2% & (SKQS), 1.6b [124].
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In the 16th century, Pan Xun 7% 3f (inshi 1508) referred to “Epang, mighty and beautiful” ¢
5 7 B in a remonstrance against immoderation, naming its “golden bricks and peatl tile bits”
as exemplifying impermissible waste.’® Never mind that these extravagances come not from
historical sources but rather from Du Mu’s .

Jiang Tingxi # 1245 (1669-1732) compiled a gazetteer of the whole Qing realm at impe-
rial command. He noted Epanggong’s location and quoted some of the historical materials
and commentaries concerning it.57 Then, in the second half of the 18th century, Bi Yuan & /=
(1730-1797) wrote the Guanzhong shengi tnzhi B » #% F* B & . Bi gave Epanggong’s location,
cited a variety of historical authorities on it, and then concluded with the whole of “Epang
fu.”% The record of Epanggong had come to a point where Du Mu’s thapsody existed fully
side-by-side with histotical sources.

I suggested above that these portrayals of Epanggong fall into two groups. Those that
name Epanggong as a landmark comprise one sort. While having little or no literary interest,
they show that the Epang site was notable and noticeable well into later times. With the pass-
ing of years, field, orchard, and village covered Epang. The packed earth platform remained
evident, as it is today, but its character transformed. Epang changed from somewhere history
happened and events occurred to become just another place of historical interest noted in
gazetteers.

Those sources using Epanggong as a trope for Qin excess comprise another group. They
began faitly simple, but later developed toward elegant and memorable expression. Epang-
gong the metaphor for Qin indulgence never faded like Epanggong the place did. This was in
large part due to Du Mu, whose poem exerted such a strong influence on later perceptions,
including the historical.®” $4: ji does not describe Epanggong as elaborate or opulent, just really
big. But Du Mu created a compelling image of extravagance, and this image convinced many
readers of its accuracy. The “Epang fu” is also the eatliest source to explicitly assert that Xiang
Yu burned Epanggong.” Yet most everyone accepted the burning as fact — from Kang You-
wei B F 5 (1858-1927) to the Hamyu dacidian lexicographers to Wang Xueli 2 # 32 and
even the archacologists working at Epang before they realized there was no sign of a fire
there.”! The idea that Epang burned had become part of popular consciousness.

66 Zhang Tingyu & 2& 3. (1672-1755), Ming shi F* ¥ (Beljing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974), 203.5367.

67 Jiang Tingxi, Daging yitong 3hi ~ 7= ¥& (SKQS), 179.23a-24a [52].

68 Bi Yuan, Guanzhong shengi tn 2hi (Xi’an: Sangin chubanshe, 2004), 111. Note that although in this and
other editions of Guanzhong shengii tn 2bi, the text of “Epang fu” is printed in smaller size, its presence in
multiple editions without any other indication shows it to be part of the text and not a commentary;
presumably the small size results from printers’ economy.

69 Feng Guo, 62-63; Wang Xueli, “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 37-38, 43—44; Yang Dongyu and Duan Qingbo, 55—
56.

70 As pointed out by Gong Yining ¥ — %, “Xunzhao Epanggong” &35 [7 % B, Sheke gnangjiao 3+
£ 6 (2006), 48-49.

71 Kang Youwei, Datong shu * I % (Beijing: Guji chubanshe, 1956), 19; Wang Xueli, Xianyang didu j;,
148-149. NB Wang Xueli accepts the archaeologists’ results and has changed his views, see Wang Xueli,
“Kaoguxue jiedu,” 43—44.
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Du Mu’s “Epang fu” is widely anthologized and justly famous, and students in China still
read it in school today.” So it is perhaps unsurprising that its images of grandiose construction
and fiery destruction crept into the historical record and stayed there. Even modern histories
quote Du Mu’s thapsody in discussion of the Qin dynasty and Epanggong, and his description
was accepted as exaggerated but based on fact.”3 Naturally, it attracted wide attention in the
Chinese press when archaeologists refuted these notions.”

Recent Archaeological Research

Today the remains of Epanggong form a complicated and multi-layered site, having been put
to various uses from Qin times to the present.”> Nevertheless, archaeological exploration has
produced what appear to be clear and valuable results. Archaeologists have determined the
size of the packed earth platform intended as the base of Epanggong, and reached unexpected
conclusions about the state of Epanggong in Qin times: The project was never even close to
completion, and there was never a large-scale fire there.

Epanggong is located approximately 13 km west of modern Xi’an.”® Local people refer to
it as Meiwuling ARERS (or FRERAR). As noted above, the place was put primarily to agricul-

72 As mentioned by Xu Weihong #* f#4z, “Xiang Yu huoshao Epanggong shi lishi yuanan?” 38 33 \ &
e s g 2558 & %2 Wenbo 2 (2004), 25 and echoed in conversation with friends.

73 E.g, Jian Bozan B 6% (1898-1968), Qin Han shi % % % , 2nd ed. (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe,
1999), 68; Yang Hongxun 1§ # 8>, Gongdian kaogu tonglun & B~ + 3L # (Beijing: Zijincheng chuban-
she, 2001), 215-218 (including the illustration).

74 Examples include Shu Zhan 47 , “Ai Xiang Yu — wen Xiang Yu wei fen Epanggong’ suigan” % 38
W CHWBAK LY ”Fﬂ_},& Minzghu yn kexne ™ 2 82§25 1 (2004), 4547 and Huang Wei &
i#, “Xiang Yu meiyou fenshao Epanggong” 3% 332 § # &P = ¥, Zhongguo diming ® W & 6
(2003), 28. An Internet search also turns up numerous news articles on the topic.

75 The following draws from Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan kaogu yanjiusuo ¥ R4t ¢ L& e + 77 7
#7 and Xi'anshi wenwu baohu kaogusuo & % # < 4 it R 5o “Epanggong giandian yizhi de
kaogu kantan yu fajue” F® % § o BiR bk et o b 4F 21 5 4, Kaogﬂ xuebao % + 5 4R 2 (2005), 207—
237; Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan kaogu }an]lusuo ?ORA§ L E Rt ¢ 7 Y7 and XPanshi
wenwu baohu kaogusuo & % # < J % ¥ + #7, “Xianshi Epanggong ylzhl de kaogu xin faxian”
F%W 5y Raad 5 AT R, Kﬂogﬂ "{ 1'7 4 (2004), 3-6; “Qin Epanggong giandian yizhi kaogu
huo zhongda jinzhan” % F® 5 ¥ % il ht ¥ w B & < 8B, Zhonggno wemvn bao ® B % ¥ 38 24
December 2004, 1-2; Epanggong kaogu gongzuodui ¥ % § % + 1 %%, “Dui Epanggong giandian
yizhi jidian xin de renshi” [® 5% g w0 il bt S BEATATRUES Zhonggno wenwu bao 24 December 2004, 7;
Epanggong kaogu gongzuodui, “Xi’an shouci fajue Qin Epanggong yizhi” & % § X # 45 % F = ¥
b, Zhongguo wemwn bao 26 December 2003, 1; Xianshi wenwuju wenwuchu & % % $# f < 37 i
and Xi’anshi wenwu baohu kaogusuo & % # < 4 F-# ¥ 5 #7, “Qin Epanggong yizhi kaogu diaocha
baogao” % # 5 ¢ B u 4 + A A3F L, Wenbo 1 (1998), 3-16; Han Baoquan #% i% 2, “Qin Epang-
gong yizhi” % P 5 § B4k, Wenbo 2 (1996), 23-26; and the brief summary of a_rchaeological informa-
tion in Kong Xiangsheng 744 | “Epanggong de yingjian yu buju” P 5 § 0§ 2 2 & k, Gansu
nongye 4 # B % 10 (2006), 231.

76 ‘'The exact position is given as longitude 108° 52' 18"-108° 54' 24" East, latitude 34° 15'16"-34°17'08"
North. When I checked Google Earth (18 September 2007), no detailed images of this area were avail-
able.
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tural use beginning no later than in Song times. People still live on and around the site, and
orchards cover part of it, limiting archaeologists’ ability to carry out large-scale excavation. It
has been damaged by agriculture, a number of modern graves, and a latge dump, and has been
mined to provide dirt for brick-making and highway projects. Epanggong was declared a
nationally protected site in 1961, but the damage continued.

The unauthorized use of Epanggong as a source of dirt for road building was the immedi-
ate impetus for the first modern archaeological exploration in November and December 1994.
More thorough investigations took place between October 2002 and December 2004. During
the latter, archaeologists investigated some 350,000 square meters by taking soil cores, and
made trial digs and excavations of some 3000 square meters. Excavations confirmed the exis-
tence of a Qin-era packed eatth platform on the site and identified up to nineteen potentially
related constructions in the area, including a large plaza south of the platform.

The Epanggong platform was built out of a uniform soil packed in layers usually 5-6 cm
but up to 10 cm deep, taking advantage of the uneven topography of the place. The Epang-
gong packed earth platform was roughly rectangular, 426 meters north to south and 1270
meters east to west. The platform was about 9 meters above the level of the Qin-era surface.
There are the remains of an encircling wall on the north side that raised the edge up to 12
meters above the Qin surface, but no wall was found on the south side; it is believed the east
and west sides were also walled.”’

Archaeologists recovered various objects from the site, including a section of roof, but any
evidence of a palace is simply absent. The wall sections have both Qin- and Han-era tiles, but
they found no sign of a large structure or of a large quantity of Qin roof tiles that would have
covered a palace. There was also neither significant ash nor the “red soil” resulting from burning,
like that present at some Xianyang sites.”® Based on this, archaeologists conclude that not only
was Epanggong not completed, its construction was actually only in the first stages. There never
was an Epanggong palace, only its beginnings, and the site was not burned as part of the destruc-
tion of the Qin palaces at Xianyang,

Archaeologists’ Results Versus Received History

The archaeologists’ main conclusions focus on three aspects of Epanggong’s history: its size,
state of completion, and presumed burning. In the following, I will consider these three
points, comparing and contrasting received history with the new archaecological results, and
will discuss objections to the new conclusions.

Epanggong’s massive size has always been its most commonly mentioned characteristic. A
number of eatly sources offer figures for its dimensions — figures that are vatious but uni-
formly large. Wang Xueli has published several versions of a table comparing different ac-

77 This is based on the description in Song Minggiu, 12.11b [164], which mentions walls on three sides and
none on the southern.

78 Cf. Shaanxisheng kaogu yanjiusuo F% & & 4 & F* § 7, Qin du Xianyang kaogn baogao % 3* 7 P % = 4F
4 (Beljing: Kexue chubanshe, 2004), 283, 285, 357364, 461, 567, which desctibe the substantial traces
of large fires in excavated Qin palaces at Xianyang.
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counts, and suggests that eatly provenance would seem to make the 47 /7’s most reliable.” But
the size of Epanggong reported in 547 i is huge — some 690 meters east to west and 115.5
meters north to south. Such big numbers invite skepticism and they have received it. In a
standard work on Qin history, Derk Bodde dismissed the dimensions reported in Sk ji as
“impossibly large,” and said further,

Allegedly, the great throne room known as the O-pang [i.e., Epang| Palace, construction of which
began in 212 [BC], measured 500 Ch’in double paces from east to west and 500 Ch’in feet from
north to south, or approximately 675 by 112 meters. These figures are incredibly large and made
doubly suspect by the text’s further statement that the hall could accommodate the conveniently
round number of 10,000 persons.8

This seems a commonsense appraisal of the $47 i description. Readers of early Chinese texts
are used to encountering large figures and discounting them as exaggerated. Yet the evidence
provided by archaeologists suggests that in this case skepticism was misplaced.

A few clarifications are in order. First, the Epang palace described in S47 i should not be
thought of as a single hall but rather as a palace complex. Nor should it be taken to describe a
building intended to hold ten thousand people, but rather as a plan for a raised and enclosed
but uncovered space that could seat “really a lot” of people.8!

As I mentioned above, archaeologists have determined that the packed earth platform
constructed as the base of the Epang complex was about 426 meters north to south and 1270
meters east to west. The platform is larger than the dimensions from §4: i, and the palace
complex desctibed there would have occupied only part of it.8? The Qin never got too far with
building Epanggong, but the project as completed before the fall of the dynasty was in keeping
with the dimensions given in $47 i, so it appears they intended to build something at least that
large. Thus, the figures are not impossible.

Qin intentions notwithstanding, Epanggong was not finished. There are indications of that
fact in early history, as Cheng Dachang and others pointed out.®3 Nevertheless, most readers
seem to have agreed with Zhang Xuansu that, “Epang was completed and the Qin people
scattered.” This probably resulted in part from the fact that although early Chinese could
unambiguously denote time and states of completion, it could also be vague about these
things. Thus, later readers missed a distinction that Sima Qian may have intended but left tacit.

79 The first version of the table was in Wang Xueli, “Epanggong bianzheng” ? % g % , Kaogu yu wenmu
¥ &% 3 (1984), 76; the latest version is in “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 41; on the Shiji, see Wang Xueli,
“Bian zheng,” 76; see also Xin Yupu, “Epanggong shifou bei shao shuping” ¥ % § &_F A&t 35
Xijing luntan & 3. Z ¥ 2 (2006), 37, who supportts the authority of the S/ i and argues that the received
accounts (and not the archaeologists’) are correct.

80 Derk Bodde, “The State and Empire of Ch’in,” in The Cambridge History of China, volume 1: The Ch’in
and Han Empires, 221 B.C. — A.D. 220, edited by Denis Twitchett and Michael Loewe (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 64, 102.

81 Wang Xueli, Xianyang didu ji, 147. See also the Hanyu dacidian on chaogong 59 ¥ as “imperial palace.”

82 Wang Xueli, “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 42; Wang Xueli, Xianyang didu ji, 145-146; Yang and Duan: 53; Zhong-
guo shehui kexueyuan kaogu yanjiusuo and Xi’an shi wenwu baohu kaogusuo: 234.

83 E.g, Wang Shizhen ¥ L Af (1634-1711), Chibei ontan #* #* % 3% (Beljing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982), 279—
280; Liang Yusheng ¥ 3. & (1744-1819), Shiji zbiyi ¥ & & 5 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1981), 180; etc.
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The idea that Epanggong was burned with the Qin palaces at Xianyang compounded the
confusion by removing the expectation of a building to be measured for verification. Sk ji
does not record the destruction of Epang specifically, but it does not say it was spared either;
as a result, most people have assumed Epang burned. But archaeologists are emphatic that the
lack of evidence of burning means there could have been no large fire there, so Xiang Yu did
not put Epanggong to the torch.

There is more than one way to reconcile this with the 547 record. The best explanation is
that since Epanggong was only in the earliest stages of construction, there was just no palace
there to burn, as Wang Xueli and others now believe.34 It may also be noted that when the S/
Ji text says Xiang Yu destroyed the Qin palaces, it refers specifically to those at Xianyang. Since
Shi ji also says Qin Shihuang’s purpose in beginning Epanggong was to get away from Xian-
yang, perhaps Sima Qian did not include Epang among the palaces there.®> I also quoted
above a line from Sk ji saying, “King Xiang saw the Qin palaces had all been destroyed by
fire,” which, if taken strictly, would seem to contradict this line of interpretation. But there is
evidence that some Qin palaces survived into Han times, which suggests Sima Qian could
have been writing from Xiang Yu’s limited perspective.® And since Epanggong was in the
beginning stages — only a packed earth platform and a partial wall — it makes sense that it
would not have numbered among the proper palaces, anyway.

Naturally, this re-writing of received history has drawn resistance. Xin Yupu and Zhu Si-
hong % & ‘= have written articles laying out objections to the new conclusions.’” They argue
that the archaeologists are mistaken, and that commonplace notions concerning Epanggong
are basically correct — or at least not disproved. Both believe that Sz i accounts of Xianyang’s
destruction must include Epang, pointing to reports of burned material in the area of the
Epang platform as support and arguing that the absence of evidence so far does not mean the
palace was not burned. Zhu mentions the complexities of and damage to the site, and says the
archaceological work has not been carried out systematically. Zhu also insists on the essential
reliability of “Epang fu,” and suggests it may draw from now lost yet accurate historical
sources — and that even if the palace was not fully completed, as Har shu says, it must have
been in large part. I visited Xi’an in February 2007 and scholars I spoke with there simply
refused to accept the archaeologists” conclusions, and their objections were similar to these.

The old saying that “absence of proof is not proof of absence” has some truth to it, and
that is essentially what Zhu, Xin, and others assert. But I think lack of evidence where one
would expect to find it is a strong suggestion of absence. Given the extent of archaeological
investigations and the utter lack of traces of a building and its burning on the platform, it
seems certain that our understanding of Epanggong must change.

84 Wang Xueli, “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 44; Yang and Duan, 54.

85 Cheng Fuzhou % § %, “Wei Sima fuzi bianhu” % @ & < + 5%, Dang'an gnanli ¥4 % § 72 2 (2004),
46.

86 For example, Han shu, 87A.3534 says the Han Ganquan 4 %: palace was originally a Qin palace, which
according to Yan Shigu was the former Linguanggong 3% ¥ ; see also Li Yufang and Wang Zili.

87 The following summarizes from Xin Yupu, “Epanggong shifou bei shao shuping,” 37-38; and Zhu
Sihong, “Guanyu Epanggong de jige wenti” B >*F¢ 5 § 1% 1B B* 48, Wenbo 2 (2006), 20-24.
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Conclusion

Skepticism is, of course, a vital tool in the modern study of history. Too many questionable
sources have been taken at face value in the past. But at the same time, sometimes accounts
are rejected not because they are disproved, but only because they seem unlikely. Epanggong
is a good example.

Bodde thought the numbers given in 547 i for Epang’s size were too big and so dismissed
them, but this was perhaps a bit hasty: the numbers may seem incredible but are not impossi-
ble, depending on how the text is understood. Even before the archaeologists’ published their
results, there were other possibilities than simple rejection. For example, although S47 i never
says Epanggong was completed — something that scholars like Cheng Dachang had long be-
fore pointed out — Bodde did not suggest that it was not. He apparently did not consider the
possibility that the figures represented plans, not a completed building. Bodde wrongly be-
lieved the text to describe a single oversized building and focused on this reading alone. His
reading seemed impossible to reconcile with figures given by 47, because a building of that
size should have been impossible in Qin times, so he discounted those figures without hard
evidence. Although Bodde was interpreting the text and in fact speculating, he did not explic-
itly label his opinion as such. There may be a lesson here.

Of course, one ought not believe that every tale Sima Qian included in S5/ /i is factual, or
that all the content of literary works found there — for example, Sima Xiangtu’s ' & 1p4r (ca.
180-117 BC) fu — are literally true. Furthermore, in his skepticism, Bodde was reacting to
received history, which had been strongly affected by Du Mu’s work and so was incorrect: Du
Mu was writing poetry, not history, and his work has not influenced history toward accuracy.8

But skepticism should be held to high standards, just as belief should. Otherwise, historical
hypercorrection is possible, as happened in the case of Epanggong. There is a difference be-
tween the impossible and the merely unlikely — and sometimes the unlikely has come to pass.
The fact that something seems far-fetched is not reason enough to unequivocally dismiss it
without further evidence. As the case of Epanggong shows, there may be more possibilities
than we realize at the moment.

88 Wang Xueli, “Kaoguxue jiedu,” 43—44.
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