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he Franklin Institute in Philadelphia       

presents “Terracotta Warriors of the 

First Emperor” through March 4, 

2018. The exhibit contains ten terracotta figures 

from the burial complex of the First Emperor, 

Qin Shi Huangdi. They include a general, an 

armored officer, a kneeling archer, a standing 

archer, an armored soldier, a cavalryman, a 

saddled horse, a charioteer, a civil official, and 

a kneeling musician. 

   Also on exhibit are 164 artifacts that include 

weapons, jade pieces, bronze bells, ceremonial 

vessels, gold ornaments, coins, architectural 

pieces, and ornate bronze chariot replicas. In 

addition, clay replicas are displayed to give 

visitors an idea of what the warriors would have 

looked like. 

   In 1974, farmers in China’s Lintong District, 

Xi’an, Shaanxi province came upon terracotta 

fragments while digging a well in 1974. After 

reporting their discovery, archaeologists 

excavated the site and the surrounding area, 

finding Xianyang, the ancient capital of China’s 

First Emperor. Here, they uncovered pits 

holding life-sized funerary sculptures that were 

constructed 2,000 years ago. 

   Since 1974, archaeologists have located 

about 600 pits across a 22-mile area, but, at 

this point, they have excavated only a quarter 

of them, in the process uncovering 2,000 

figures. Through ground-penetrating radar 

and mathematical predictions, archeologists 

estimate that, overall, the pits contain more 

than 7,000 figures.

   Three major pits were enclosed within the 

four-acre Museum of the Terracotta Army, 

which opened in 1979. Artifacts contained 

in these three pits consist of terracotta 

charioteers and cavalry, an infantry of 

officers and soldiers, as well as weapons and 

horses, which were created to guard the First 

Emperor’s tomb. The figures vary in height, 

uniform and weight; their hairstyles and facial 

characteristics also differ. While monotone 

overall, they were once colorful, as they show 

remnants of pink, red, green, blue, black, 

brown, white and lilac pigment. 

   These pits with the terracotta army represent 

just a part of the large complex, which has a 

layout that echoes the urban plan of Xianyang. 

At its heart is the palace mound enclosed by 

rammed-earth inner and outer walls. The army 

faces east against the Emperor’s enemies, and 

pits holding them are located about three-

quarters of a mile from the palace mound. 

Grouped in other pits, according to their 

relationship with the Emperor, are figures 

of everyone in his world: animals from his 

imperial zoo, his officials, and entertainers. 

Pits holding bones from mass burials have also 

been found.

Upon arriving at the Franklin Institute exhibit, 

visitors are orientated to the early findings 

of the burial complex and the mystery they 

revealed, says Karen Elinich, director of 

Science Content & Learning Technologies at 

The Franklin Institute.

   “Visitors will get an idea who the First 

Emperor was, his cultural tradition, and his 

military prowess He became the ruler of his 

state when he was 13, and reigned 15 years,” 

she says. “He was born into a royal family 

destined to lead his state, but he set upon 

conquering rival states,” she adds.

   His military tactics included mass production 

and streamlining weapons. “He didn’t invent 

the crossbow trigger, but he was the first to 

put it into mass production,” she says. “Before, 

years of practice was necessary to use a 

crossbow, but anybody could pull a trigger, so 

using this technology, the First Emperor could 

have a much bigger army more quickly.”

Once he conquered China, he went on to 

standardize weight, measure, written scripts, 

and currency.

   He also wanted to live forever, she adds. “So 

he used his power to send his emissaries to 

look for the fountain of youth, but he had a 

Plan B. He considered that he might fail, and 

he ordered this massive burial complex.”

by  Christine Davis

THE FRANKLIN INSTITUTE IN  
PHILADELPHIA PRESENTS  

“TERRACOTTA WARRIORS OF  
THE FIRST EMPEROR”

Entrance terracotta warriors exhibit
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   Building such a place was anchored in 

tradition. “His culture believed in burying 

artifacts with the dead, but they tended to 

be small and symbolic, she says. “We have a 

beautiful artifact that dates about 100 years 

before the Emperor, but it was ten inches in 

scale. He wanted his figures to be life-sized.”

Continuing through the exhibit, visitors will 

have an immersive experience of entering 

the burial pit, with smooth walls of rammed 

earth and beamed ceiling, where they will see 

brightly colored figures, standing in formation 

as if they were new. As visitors pass through 

the chamber, they will see the impact of the 

passage of time, with broken figures, faded 

paint, and collapsed walls and ceiling.

   After, visitors will be given a look at the 

archaeology and conservation that has 

taken place at the site, and they will enter a 

simulation of the Emperor’s tomb, where his 

body was placed and sealed.

   “There are lots of reasons why his tomb 

remains sealed,” Elinich says. “First of all, it’s 

sacred; he is their founding father, and many 

believe his tomb should remain untouched.” 

But there are two more practical reasons. The 

environment in the sealed tomb is likely toxic. 

In his quest for immortality, he believed that 

drinking mercury would sustain him for a long 

life. 

   “Nobody knows for sure how he died, but 

evidence has been found that he died of 

mercury poisoning in his mid 50s.

   “Also, he wanted his burial tomb to be well-

stocked with mercury. If that were the case, it 

would still be highly toxic. The two mounds 

above the tomb have a high level of mercury 

in it, suggesting that mercury would be off-

gassing for years, and who knows what else 

might have been stocked for the afterlife?

   The third reason is about protecting the 

artifacts, she says. “It’s a sealed chamber, so 

it’s reasonable to assume that everything is 

intact to some degree. But if the tomb were to 

be opened, the objects it contains would come 

in contact with modern air, and some of the 

more organic materials would disappear before 

our eyes. So, until science advances to open 

it without destroying it, the tomb is likely to 

remain sealed. Stay tuned, someday more will 

be known.”

SIDEBAR

   Account of Sima Qian, an official of the Han 

Dynasty in about 89 BC. 

   In the ninth month, the first emperor was 

interred at Mt. Li. Later when he unified 

the empire, he had over 700,000 men from 

all over the empire transported to the spot. 

When the first emperor came to the throne, 

be began digging and shaping Mt. Li. They 

dug down to the third layer of underground 

springs and poured in bronze to make the 

outer coffin. Replicas of palaces, scenic towers, 

and hundred officials, as well as rare utensils 

and wonderful objects were brought to fill up 

the tomb. Craftsmen were ordered to set up 

crossbows and arrows, rigged so they would 

immediately shoot down anyone attempting 

to break in. Mercury was used to fashion 

imitations of the hundred rivers, the Yellow 

River and the Yangzi, and the seas, constructed 

in such as way that they seemed to flow….

   The second emperor said, “of the women 

in the harem of the former ruler, it would be 

unfitting to have those who bore no sons sent 

elsewhere.” All were accordingly ordered to 

accompany the dead man, which resulted in 

the death of many women.

   After the interment had been completed, 

someone pointed out that the artisans and 

craftsmen who had built the tomb knew what 

was buried there, and if they should leak word 

of the treasures, it would be a serious affair. 

Therefore, after the articles had been placed 

in the tomb, the inner gate was closed off and 

the outer gate lowered, so that all the artisans 

and craftsmen were shut in the tomb and 

were unable to get out. Trees and bushes were 

planted to give the appearance of a mountain.  

   Some of what Sima Qian said has borne out. 

Archaeologists have found traces of mercury, 

and they have found pits with bodies of slaves, 

ministers and nobles.

   The pit, previously mentioned that is 

reminiscent of a zoo or a botanical garden, 

has an artificial waterway lined with bronze 

statues of waterfowl, geese, and swans. There’s 

also a statue that archaeological scholars first 

believed was a musician. Because of the way 

the hands are positioned, they thought he 

once held a lute. “They knew that in life, royalty 

enjoyed music and seeking enlightenment in 

parks and botanical gardens,” Elinich says, 

“and it was known that the Emperor had a zoo, 

but more recent scholarship suggests that 

perhaps this figure was holding fishing nets, to 

pull fish out of the water to tend to the birds.”

General_Terracotta_Warriors_TerracottaWarriors_Reproduction
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   No figure has been found that represents 

the First Emperor, she notes, but there is a 

pit that archaeologists consider to be the 

command post, with high-ranking figures. “You 

could imagine that in the afterlife, if the First 

Emperor was called to war, his order would be 

passed along and his solders would be ready 

to follow his command.” 

   The exhibit also includes replicas of bronze 

chariots. “The Emperor enjoyed touring 

his empire; he liked to go out among his 

people, seeking their adulation and collecting 

taxes,” she says.  “On one of these tours, he 

died unexpectedly. He didn’t have a good 

succession plan, and his advisors tried to 

hide his body. At a certain point, it became 

obvious, and there was great friction and 

rivalry. His oldest son barely held the throne, 

before it was overtaken by another, and then 

another. Members of the Han family saw an 

opportunity, and they took the throne and 

continued many of the First Emperor’s policy. 

He knew that if the warring states were to be 

an empire they needed rules and regulations, 

and the Han Dynasty kept his policies in place, 

and the Empire became peaceful for hundreds 

of years.”u

 

General_Warrior_Chariot_Horse

General_Terracotta_Warriors_TerracottaWarriors
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YAYOI KUSAMA: 
VISIONARY ARTIST 

ayoi Kusama, 88, a Japanese artist 

who has been compulsively driven 

all her life to make her mark in the 

art world, has succeeded. Since 2009, her work 

has appeared in museums in New Zealand, 

Spain, England, Argentina, Denmark, Russia, 

and Norway. Currently a collection of her art, 

“Yayoi Kusama: Infinity Mirrors,” is traveling 

throughout North America, and is now on 

exhibit at The Broad, Los Angeles, through 

January 1, 2018.

   Organized by the Hirshhorn Museum and 

curated by Mika Yoshitake, “Yayoi Kusama: 

Infinity Mirrors” offers viewers the opportunity 

to explore Kusama’s immersive Infinity Mirror 

Rooms along with her paintings, sculptures 

and works on paper.

   “I am so glad that I became an artist, because 

so many people have expressed to me that they 

were moved by my work,” Yayoi Kusama said. 

But acclaim was a long time coming, after years 

of managing health challenges, unrelenting 

hard work and single-minded determination 

bordering on obsession.

   Born in Matsumoto, Nagano in 1929, 

Kusama, exhibited signs of mental illness since 

early childhood. By the time she was ten years 

old, she experienced overwhelming visions 

of dots, nets and flowers. By recreating these 

images through art, she found she was able to 

control her visions. As such, art became her 

passion and her mission, as well as a way to 

navigate life. In her words, her overwhelming 

goal was to glimpse her vision and find her 

philosophy of life.

   “I’ve drawn dots since a child,” she said in an 

interview. “They are a cosmos; the world, sun 

and moon are made of up dots. You and me 

are dots.

   “You can find out all sorts of things through 

dots.”

   While she was resolute to be an artist, her 

parents expected her to settle down and marry 

into a prominent family. “I was absolutely 

against it,” she said. To avoid the path they 

chose for her, she moved to the United States 

in the late 1950s. “I knew that New York was the 

forefront place for art, and I wanted to compete 

with others with my work there,” she said.

In New York City, she was one of the few 

female avant-garde artists during the 1960s’ 

Pop art and Minimalist movements, and she 

exhibited alongside artists such as Andy 

Warhol, Claes Oldenburg and Allan Kaprow.  

She also exhibited in Italy, Germany and the 

Netherlands, along with artists associated with 

Nul, Zero and the New Tendency.

   To follow her trajectory, in the late 1950s, she 

began developing her signature “Infinity Nets” 

motif, consisting of colorful delicate netlike 

designs painted on the surfaces of canvases, 

mannequins and household items.

   In 1961, she made her first sculpture in 

her “Accumulation” series, covering a chair 

with white phallic protrusions that she had 

stuffed and sewn. She went on to show her 

Accumulation sculptures in a Pop Art group 

exhibition in 1962.

   Around that time, she also began 

Y
by  Christine Davis

Yayoi Kusama, Dots Obsession - Love Transformed Into Dots, 2007, at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden. 
Mixed media installation. Courtesy of Ota Fine Arts, Tokyo/Singapore; Victoria Miro, London; David Zwirner, New York. 
© Yayoi Kusama. Photo by Cathy Carver

Yayoi Kusama, installation view of Infinity Mirror Room—
Phalli’s Field, 1965/2017, at the Hirshhorn Museum and 
Sculpture Garden. Sewn stuffed cotton fabric, board, 
and mirrors. Courtesy of Ota Fine Arts, Tokyo/Singapore; 
Victoria Miro, London; David Zwirner, New York. © Yayoi 
Kusama. Photo by Cathy Carver

FOCUSES ON THE ETERNAL 

experimenting with room-sized spaces filled 

with her paintings, sculpture and objects, 

and by 1966, she was creating freestanding 

installations that incorporated mirrors, lights, 

piped-in music and kinetics.

   “Creating a Mirror Room was a huge gamble 

for me,” she said. “By using lights, their 

reflections and so on, I wanted to show the 

cosmic image beyond the world where we live.

   “I’ve made many Mirror Rooms. Each of them 

is handled with great care. They are mysterious 

and amazing… (and give) the sense of (the) 

infinite existence of electric polka dots.”

In the latter part of the 1960s, she staged 

antiwar happenings that often involved nudity 

and polka dots.

   While fellow artists credited her for her 

influence on environmental art, happenings 

and performance art, it was difficult for women 

to succeed in the male-dominated art world. 

Overworked, overwhelmed, obsessive and 

worn out, Kusama returned to Japan in 1973. 

Suffering from lifelong panic attacks and 

hallucinations, she has chosen to live in Seiwa 

psychiatric hospital in Tokyo for more than 40 

years, going to work every day to her nearby 

studio.

   After her return to Japan, some high points in 

her career include her first major retrospective 

in Japan at The Kitakyushu Municipal Museum 

of Art in 1987; a solo presentation at the 

Japanese Pavilion in the Venice Biennale in 

1993; and a retrospective at the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art in 1997.

   “Yayoi Kusama: Infinity Mirrors” is the 

first exhibit to focus on her “Infinity Mirror 

Rooms” showcasing six of them. Over her 

career, she’s produced more than 20, ranging 

from peep-show-like chambers to multimedia 

installations. Each of her environments offers a 

portal to step into an illusion of infinite space, 

as well as giving viewers the opportunity to 

examine her central themes about life and 

death.

Yayoi Kusama, Infinity Mirrored Room—All the Eternal Love I Have for the Pumpkins, 2016 Wood, mirror, plastic, black 
glass, LED Collection of the artist. Courtesy of Ota Fine Arts, Tokyo / Singapore and Victoria Miro, London. © Yayoi 
Kusama

http://artofthetimes.com
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   Before coming to The Broad, the North 

American exhibit started at the Hirshhorn 

Museum and Sculpture Garden and traveled to 

the Seattle Art Museum through September. 

At the Hirshhorn Museum, the Infinity Mirror 

Rooms were configured in the following way:

 

•      Kusama’s 2016 Infinity Mirror Room, “All 

the Eternal Love I Have for the Pumpkins,” 

is filled with dozens of her signature bright-

yellow polka-dotted pumpkins in an infinitely 

repeating space. Her family made their 

livelihood through cultivating and selling plant 

seeds, and Kusama, as a child, saw a pumpkin 

for the first time when she visited a seed-

harvesting farm with her grandfather. “I love 

pumpkins because of their humorous form and 

warm feeling. They have a human-like quality 

and shape,” she said. The pumpkin motif has 

appeared in her work since the late 1940s. Her 

initial pumpkin Mirrored Room was staged 

in 1991 and was later displayed at the 1993 

Venice Biennale.

 

•      Her Infinity Mirror Room, “Phalli’s Field 

(Floor Show),” is filled with hundreds of red-

spotted tubers in a room lined with mirrors. 

Between 1962 and 1964, Kusama sewed and 

stuffed thousands of fabric tubers, which 

she grafted onto furniture and found objects 

to create her “Accumulation” sculptures. 

Finding  the work to be overwhelmingly 

labor-intensive, she started to use mirrors to 

achieve repetition. This work first appeared in 

the exhibition “Floor Show,” held at Castellane 

Gallery in New York in 1965.

•      Her Infinity Mirrored Room, “Love 

Forever,” is a hexagonal chamber with two 

peepholes. When peering through them, 

viewers see themselves, as well as colored 

flashing lights, reflected into infinity. When 

she created this Infinity Mirror Room, she 

was experimenting with new technology and 

viewed the work as a “machine for animation.” 

This work is a re-creation of her 1966 mirror 

room, “Kusama’s Peep Show,” or “Endless Love 

Show,” and the mirror panels were used to 

stage group performances in her studio in the 

late 1960s.

 

•      Kusama’s Infinity Mirror Room, “Aftermath 

of Obliteration of Eternity,” is an LED 

environment filled with flickering golden 

lanterns that create a shimmering pattern 

of light against a mirrored black space. For 

Kusama, obliteration is a reflection on the 

experience of death and the possibility of the 

afterlife. The imagery recalls the Japanese 

tradition of toro nagashi, a ceremony in which 

paper lanterns, chochin, float down a river to 

guide ancestral spirits back to their resting 

places on the final night of the summer Obon 

festivals. 

 

•      Kusama’s Infinity Mirror Rooms, “The 

Souls of Millions of Light Years Away,” has 

been part of The Broad’s collection since the 

Museum’s opening in 2015. It is temporarily 

included in the North American exhibition, 

and will return to The Broad after the traveling 

exhibition closes. “The Souls of Millions of 

Light Years Away” is a mirror-lined chamber 

with hundreds of LED lights that create a sense 

of limitless space. Like stars in the galaxy, the 

hanging lights flicker in a rhythmic pattern.

 

•      Dots Obsession—Love Transformed into 

Dots” is a domed Infinity Mirror Room created 

in 2007 that contains pink orbs with black 

polka dots suspended from the ceiling. In The 

Broad’s presentation, the orbs flow out from 

the gallery into the lobby.

   More than 60 paintings, sculptures, works 

on paper and archival materials will also 

be on view. These works trace the artist’s 

trajectory from her early surrealist works on 

paper, Infinity Net paintings and Accumulation 

assemblages to recent paintings and soft 

sculptures.

The exhibition also contains Kusama’s 

participatory installation, “The Obliteration 

Room” (2002-present). Upon entering this all-

white replica of a traditional domestic setting, 

viewers are invited to cover its surfaces with 

multicolored polka-dot stickers. 

   “Since the late 1990s or early 2000s, Kusama 

has gained significant acclaim, becoming one 

of the most influential artists worldwide,” said 

Sarah Loyer, assistant curator at The Broad. 

“I attribute this renewed popularity to the 

consistent themes of infinity and repetition, 

which are clearly articulated in Kusama’s    

Infinity Mirror Rooms as well as her early works 

on paper, Infinity Net paintings, Accumulation 

sculptures, and The Obliteration Room... 

   “The concept of infinity feels deeply relevant 

in our contemporary moment, particularly 

Yayoi Kusama, Infinity Mirrored Room—Love Forever, 1966/1994, at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden. 
Wood, mirrors, metal, and lightbulbs. Photo by Cathy Carver

Yayoi Kusama, Infinity Mirrored Room—The Souls of 
Millions of Light Years Away, 2013. Wood, metal, glass 
mirrors, plastic, acrylic panel, rubber, LED lighting system, 
acrylic balls, and water. Courtesy of David Zwirner, NY. © 
Yayoi Kusama

The Obliteration Room, 2002 to present Furniture, white paint, and dot stickers Dimensions variable Collaboration 
between Yayoi Kusama and Queensland Art Gallery. Commissioned Queensland Art Gallery, Australia. Gift of the 
artist through the Queensland Art Gallery Foundation 2012. Collection: Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia 
Photograph: QAGOMA Photography © Yayoi Kusama

Yayoi Kusama,Infinity Mirrored Room—Aftermath of Oblit-
eration of Eternity, 2009 Wood, mirror, plastic, acrylic, LED, 
black glass, and aluminum Collection of the artist. Courtesy of 
Ota Fine Arts, Tokyo/Singapore; Victoria Miro, London; David 
Zwirner, New York. © Yayoi Kusama

Installation view of Yayoi Kusama: Infinity Mirrors at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 2017. Left to right: Living on the Yellow Land, 2015; My Adolescence in 
Bloom, 2014; Welcoming the Joyful Season, 2014; Surrounded by Heartbeats, 2014; Unfolding Buds, 2015; Story After Death, 2014. Photo by Cathy Carver.

in an age where global commerce and new 

technologies enable constant communication.”

Following its run at The Broad, “Yayoi Kusama: 

Infinity Mirrors” will be on exhibit at the Art 

Gallery of Ontario in Toronto from March 3, 2018 

through May 27, 2018; the Cleveland Museum 

of Art from July 9, 2018 through Sept 30, 2018; 

and High Museum of Art in Atlanta Ga., from 

November 18, 2018 through February 17, 2019. u
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