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Jades Unearthed from Henan

Tian Kai

In 1923, a small number of jade slit ring types and other pieces were discovered in a tomb, primarily filled with
bronze vessels, at Lijialou in Xinzheng, Henan'. Not only is this archaeological find significant but it is the
earliest systematically excavated site with jades in Henan province. Subsequent to this find, other jade artifacts
dating to the Shang through Spring and Autumn periods were excavated by the Academia Sinica at Yinxu,
Anyang; Jincun, Luoyang; Xincun, Xunxian; and Liulige, Huixian. During the 1950’s a large number of jades
were discovered at various other sites and tombs, including Dahecun, Zhengzhou; Xiawanggang, Xichuan;
Fuhao’s Tomb, Yinxu; Taiqinggong, Luyi; State Guo Cemetery, Sanmenxia; Xiasi, Xichuan; Han period State
Liang Royal Tombs, Mangshan, Yongcheng; the Tang period tomb of the mother of the Prince of Qi at Yaling in
Yichuan; and Wang Bolu’s tomb of the Ming Dynasty in Xunxian. Although jades have been unearthed from
tombs of Neolithic through Qing periods, the most abundant and significant in terms of historical development
belong to the Shang and Zhou periods.

During the Neolithic Period, the Central Plains lacked any thriving jade-working practice that typified
southern cultures, such as Liangzhu and Shijiahe, and northern culture of Hongshan. A small number of
turquoise stones from Peiligang, Xinzheng and Jiahu, Wuyang site remains are worked into beads and into
suspended ornaments of square, triangular, circular, angular, and rod shapes. A tubular jade and two crystal
ornaments have been unearthed at Jiahu?. The above stone artifacts are primarily ornamental, worked through
abrasion and perforated from both sides for suspension. These jades (jade in Chinese tradition refers to beauti-
ful stone) are the earliest evidence for jade-working in Henan and belong to the earliest phase of the Peiligang
Culture.

The Yangshao Culture includes a couple of major types in Henan, such as Miaodigou, Dahecun, Yancun,
Hougang, Dasikongcun and Xiawangang. At this time jade-working increases, as is evident in the finds of jade
knives, huang (arc-shaped pendant), and huan (ring) from Dahecun®. Small-scale ornaments, mostly huan and
huang, are also known elsewhere during the Yangshao period. At Nanyang, where the Central Plains and
southern cultures meet in Henan, the Yangshao Culture thrives and absorbs influences of the Quijialing Culture.
In 1958, a spade made of Dushan jade was discovered at the Yangshao site of Huangshan. During the second
stage of Yangshao Culture, jade-working increases, as represented by finds at Xiawanggang, Xichuan, at which
time Yangshao and Qujialing Cultures fuse and influence each other. At the latter site, stone-working is repre-
sented by crystal artifacts, turquoise earrings, suspended jade ornaments, and jade rings. Not far from this site
at Huanglianshu, jade huang and other perforated jade ornaments were found. Many city sites of the next
Neolithic phase, the Longshan, have been identified in Henan. This phase witnesses a major advance in the art
of working jade. Jade worked chisels, adzes and spades appear, and suggest by their form that they no longer
represent tools but signify a ritual type.

The period during which jade-working flourished in Henan occurs during the three dynasties of Xia, Shang
and Zhou. The Erlitou Culture dates between the Henan Longshan and Zhengzhou Erligang Cultures, and thus
fits neatly with historical and literary references that identify this phase with the Xia dynasty*. The distribution
of the Erlitou Culture includes western Henan, central Henan in addition to southern Shanxi and eastern
Henan, southern Henan, Hubei and eastern Shaanxi. The most important remains derive from the second and
third stages of Erlitou site in Henan. The jade types include ge (dagger-axes), yue (broad axes), zhang (scepters,
some with side edge serrations), gui (tablets), knife, handle-shaped objects, in addition to axes, spades,
arrowheads, and ornaments in the form of tubes, beads and inlay pieces. The jade ge, inherited from the
Longshan era, is typified by a blade without spine and by a perforated butt. The jade knife is characterized by a
long trapezoidal shape, pierced by three or seven holes, and sometimes decorated with teeth indentations along
the two short sides. The seven holes knife, 65 cm long, with an incised interlocking straight line net design and
related motifs, is a major piece representing Xia period jade-working. The zhang, clearly related to the Longshan
type, also impacts the evolution of this type during the Shang dynasty. The jade handle-shaped objects may or
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may not be decorated. The longest example, which is decorated, measuring 17.1 cm long, has six registers of
exquisitely carved decor , composed of alternating animal faces and petal motifs. This era also witnesses a
comparable height in bronze-working and witnesses the popular use of turquoise for inlay in bronze plaques. It
is likely that the emory wheel for cutting and polishing jade (tuozi) began to be used at this time, when jade
pieces have mostly plain surfaces and imagery including animal faces begin to emerge, namely during the Late
Neolithic and early historic periods. In addition, during the Longshan and Erlitou periods, the jade technique
of “gou che fa” or “outlining” presides.

The Shang period in Henan represents a flourishing era for jade-working, as represented by finds from large-
scale capital sites, including Shang City at Yanshi and Shang City at Zhengzhou and capital city at Yinxu. The
handle-shaped objects, ge, and hairpin appear during the Lower Erligang stage and become more numerous
during the Upper stage. From 1953-1985, over 60 jades were excavated®, the most important of which include
bi, huang, cong, slit rings, handle-shaped objects, and hairpins. Most are finely worked yet plain, without surface
decoration. The most numerous type is the handle-shaped object. Most finds come from tombs with bronzes
and both jades and bronzes signify the status of the deceased. During the Renmin Gongyuan Phase, following
Erligang Upper Phase, outside of types known earlier, new ones are the jade gi (axe with side serrations), yue
(broad axe), and small-scale fish, the latter of which is the earliest example of the type in Henan Province.

From 1300 B.C. when, historically, Pan Geng moved the Shang capital to Yin and for the next over 250 years
following, Anyang served as the Late Shang capital. In 1928, the Institute of History and Philology of the
Academia Sinica began formal excavations and continued for 15 seasons through 1937, with the result that
approximately 500 jades were unearthed. After 1949, under the guidance of the Institute of Archaeology,
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Yinxu excavations continued, with the result that a large quantity of jades
were unearthed, which according to preliminary reports and some 50 years of excavation, 2,600 jades were
discovered. The most important jade objects include over 20 from the large tomb at Wuguancun and over 755
from Fuhao's tomb®. The latter is at present the largest jade find of Shang period. The material worked at
Yinxu is primarily nephrite from Hetian in Xinjiang; Dushan in Henan, and Xiuyan in Liaoning. Techniques of
working include incision, shallow relief, carving in the round, and openwork. Types of jade include those
inherited from early Shang, such as the ge, gi, yue, zhang, and handle-shaped object, in addition to new types,
such as gui footed vessel, plate, vessels used for mixing colors, and sculptures of phoenixes, bears, deer and
horses. Accompanying the evolution of inscribed texts, some jades have incised inscriptions. Jades inherited
from earlier generations also appear within Yinxu tombs, and some show reuse and recarving, and some are
intact from an earlier Neolithic era, as represented in Fuhao’s burial by the jade cong of probable Liangzhu
Culture, and as represented in Tomb No.331 at Xiaotun by a jade hairpin of Shijiahe Culture.

Eighty-four jades were unearthed from late Shang burials belonging to the State Xi, an aristocratic burial site
located at Houli in Mangzhang, Luoshan county, which was excavated for three punctuated seasons in 1929,
1979 and 1985. Other late Shang sites with jade finds are known at Mengzhuang in Zhecheng, Huaiyang, and
Getengshan in Gushi.

After King Wu's victory over Shang and establishment of the royal capital at Hao in today’s Chang’an, east of
the Feng River in Shaanxi, the East was controlled by a government at a secondary capital, constructed at Luoyi
in Luoyang. At the same time various persons were enfiffed with lands in the Central Plains in order to main-
tain and protect the Zhou realm. Various major Zhou burials were excavated at Pangjiagou and Beiyao cemeter-
ies from 1954 through the early 1970’s, with jade finds totaling in number, 369, from 348 tombs at the latter’.
Most numerous are the handle-shaped objects with four-petal decoration, as represented in Tomb No.155. The
lower portion of the latter handle extends into a long slender shape that was found surrounded by oval-shaped
turquoise fragments sticking to the jade’s surface, in addition to shell ornaments with circular jade posts that
also functioned as inlaid décor . Many of these handles have similar lower portions with flared shaped lacquer
remains, suggesting that the jade handle-shaped objects fit into a lacquer type of encasement.

The Zhou effectively conquered and controlled the Shang peoples by consolidating their government imme-
diately after the Conquest, and by moving the Shang peoples to Luoyi, as represented by the large number of
tombs belonging to their descendants in the eastern suburbs of the old city of Luoyang. Many of these tombs
have exquisite jades. Another burial of early Zhou date at Luyi cemetery probably belongs to an aristocrat of
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the Late Shang. The owner, named “Zhang Zi Kou” was buried with 104 jades which are characterized by both
Late Shang and early Zhou styles, suggesting that some are Shang in date of manufacture®. Representing early
Zhou enfiefment burials are those from the State Ying cemetery at Pingdingshan and Sanmenxia. Thirty-six
Western Zhou tombs at the State Ying cemetery had numbers of different ranking jade types, including ritual
shapes of cong, huang, gui and ge, in addition to individual ornaments, such as slit rings, dragons, tigers, deer,
oxen, birds and human figures. One of the human-shaped ornaments, 0.1 cm thick, is exquisitely worked with
an incised decoration on both converse and reverse sides. The other type of ornament composed of a multiple
group of jades include necklaces composed of beads and ornaments, mostly huang linked with beads but also
plaques linked with beads. Two-hundred and forty-three tombs were excavated at Shangcunling, the site of the
State Guo cemetery in Sanmenxia from 1956 to the present day and approximately 4000 jades (pieces) were
unearthed. Nine-hundred and sixty-seven jades (pieces) were found in Tomb No0.2001 belonging to the State
Guo ruler Guo Ji*. For the first time in Western Zhou history in Henan, a group of jades made of seven huang
pieces and a jade mask were discovered. Another important group of jades, totaling 80 in number, was un-
earthed at the State Wei cemetery in Xincun, Xunxian®, after four seasons of excavation by the Academia Sinica
and Antiquities Committee of Henan during the 1930’s. Western Zhou jade assemblages were organized on the
basis of ritual rules specified in Zhou ritual texts. Although techniques of carving and engraving follow earlier
Shang traditions, a new and extremely refined technique employing gauze thin lines in combination with a
double outline mode of carving emerges as the preeminent characteristic of the Western Zhou style.

The Eastern Zhou Period began historically in 772 B.C. with the move east to Luoyang by King Ping. Henan
again becomes the center of the country’s government, economy and culture. As the Zhou royal house
weakened, states gradually split with the royal house and the country grew into a realm of warring factions.
The most important tombs in the Luoyang area during the Eastern Zhou period include over 260 excavated
from 1954-1955 at the western section of Zhongzhou Road with close to a 1000 jades" and the Ai Cheng Shu
burial excavated in 1966 with six jades. Over 1,000 jades also derive from tombs representing the entire Eastern
Zhou period at the southern section of Kaixuan Road. The latter represent the quintessential height of jade
working of the time. Major sites excavated outside the Zhou royal domain during the 1930’s include cemeteries
of Warring States period State Wei at Liulige in Xunxian and Shanbiaozhen in Jixian'>. The 160 jades unearthed
from two tombs, Jia and Yi at Liulige were transported to Taiwan and are now housed in the Taibei History
Museum®. The ornamental jades from the Jia tomb do not include gui and zhang yet ritual jades are represented
in the Yi tomb. Since the belt buckle in swallow shape from the Jia tomb is executed in Shang style, it probably is
an example of a jade that was inherited and treasured. After 1949, the Institute of Archaeology of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences carried out three additional seasons of excavations, and uncovered some 200 more
jades.

In recent years several major Chu tombs with a rich number of jades stand out amidst archaeological
excavations. These include the 1100 odd jades from aristocratic Chu tombs at Xiasi in Xichuan', with 150 of
those from Tomb No.1 and 847 from Tomb No.2. Shapes include the profile tiger whose body is curled into a
posture of strength, with mouth open in a snarl. The latter is decorated with a combination of both refined and
rough linear incised decoration typifies jade working during the Spring and Autumn Period. Representative of
the new direction jade working takes during the same period are the jade plaques with dense decor of cloud
scrolls worked into incised lines and relief. Although not characterized by a high quality jade material, other
comparably richly carved jades from Chu tombs are located at the nearby site of Xujialing and Heshangling. In
1980, 35 jades were unearthed from Chu tombs of late Warring States period at Pingliangtai in Huaiyang, The
most unusual jade is the ornament in the shape of a drum. Amidst the fifty jades including bi, huang and huan
unearthed from Hougudui at Gushi, one the most surprising jades types is the huan ring worked into an inter-
twined rope shape. Over 400 groups of jades were unearthed from the Spring and Autumn burial of the State
Yang ruler “Shou” at Yuehe, Tongbai in Nanyang. Representing the collecting taste of the deceased are the pairs
of jade tigers cut from the same source of jade, as well as the black jade zhang with side serrations (yazhang)
saved from the earlier Shimao, Shenmu site dating to the Erlitou Culture. The Huang state belonging to the
Ying family were influenced by the traditions of the Central Plains and Chu yet had their own idiosyncratic
characteristics. The jades belonging to the husband numbered 130 and to the wife numbered 54 in the joint
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burial, “Huang Jun Meng” at Baoxiangsi in Guangshan County®. Jades include bi, huang, tigers, fish, Mandarin
ducks, human faces, animal faces, and human heads. Two striking human-headed and dragon-bodied jades
were most likely cut down from the same piece of material. They are comparably thin and delicate, one incised
as male in gender and the other as female.

Eastern Zhou jades are marked by an increased emphasis on liveliness, particularly as represented in the
popular dragon- and tiger-shaped ornaments. Jade types inherit earlier ones, such as bi, huang, gui and zhang
yet increase in number. Techniques incorporate incised line, in combination with shallow relief and gossamer
thin line, which together create a richly textured surface.

Jades decrease in number in Henan finds after the Eastern Zhou. Few are known from Qin tombs in Henan,
with the most concentrated at Miyang and Sanmenxia sites. Since few tombs are known, jades are rare, and can
be counted on one hand. The most unusual examples include four jade bi and one belt hook from a Qin tomb
unearthed in 1978 at Miyang in Zhumadian'®. The jade belt hook is singular in type in being composed of an
inner iron bar linked horizontally to ten different sections which could independently be disassembled, a truly
remarkable art work rarely witnessed.

Although many Han tombs have been discovered in Henan few have jades. Most types found include bi,
sword fittings, mouth plugs and pig pairs designed to be held in the hands of the deceased, jade shrouds are
also occasionally discovered. Because Luoyang served as a secondary capital during the Western Han and as
the capital during the Eastern Han, a large number of Han burials are known in the vicinity. In 1953, 225 tombs
and over 50 jades were excavated at Shaogou. In 1999, four groups of jade shrouds, plus jade pigs, mouth plugs
and other orifice plugs dating to the Eastern Han were discovered. The most important jade finds include the
jade shroud, made of over 1000 jade pieces sewn together with gold thread, along with over 70 bi, 24 sword
parts and ge, yue, gui, pigs, plugs for the mouth and orifices, and dancing figures from the State Liang royal
house burial at Mangshan in Yongcheng County’. The most exquisite pieces in terms of beauty and refinement
are the ornamental pairs of white jade dancing figures.

Very few jades come from tombs of the Wei-Jin Period. The most unusual pieces discovered in 1956 include
the brilliantly polished, translucent white jade cups unearthed from the tomb dating to the 8th year of Zhengshi
Reign of Cao Wei government buried at Jianxi in Luoyang'®.

No jades are recorded as having been discovered archaeologically from Sui Period tombs. Occasionally jades
are discovered in Tang tombs and most come from those in the vicinity of Luoyang. In 1989, 10 slips of a jade
book of Emperor Ai of Tang were unearthed in the Sui-Tang Palace City site. The material is marble incised
with graphs filled with gold. The content partially refers to the celebration for the enthronement of the Emperor
Ai, the last Tang emperor. In 1991, the tomb with the richest amount of jades, belonging to the mother of the
State Qi ruler, was unearthed during a salvage operation at Yaling in Yichuan®. The twenty-eight jades include
bowls, ornaments, huang, combs, amber and agate.

Less than a dozen tombs with jades have been found in post-Tang eras in Henan. In 1984, a rare find of two
jade books, one Shice (memorial tablet with auspicious and posthumous text) with 36 slips and another, Aice
with 41 slips were discovered in the Mausoleum of Empress Li, wife of Song Emperor Taizong. With the fall of
the Northern Song and move south of the royal center, the cultural center also moves south, as is reflected in
burial finds. Few jades are known from Jin and Yuan period tombs. Sixteen jades were unearthed from Prince
Jian of Lu’s tomb of Ming Dynasty. Particularly noteworthy is one white jade ornament representing the four
cranes holding in their beaks long-life foliage. In 1985, an 18 piece jade belt was unearthed from the tomb of
Wang Bolu of Ming Dynasty, the daughter of the military minister Wang Yue at Xunxian. However, the quality
cannot compare with that of the remarkable gold and silver artifacts discovered from the same tomb.
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Chronology

Neolithic Period (ca. 8000 — 2000 BC)
Yangshao Culture (ca. 4800 — 2700 BC)
Quijialing Culture (ca. 2900 — 2600 BC)
Longshan Culture (ca. 2500 — 2000 BC)

Xia Dynasty (ca. 2000 — 1600 BC)

Shang Dynasty (ca. 1600 — 1100 BC)

Western Zhou (ca. 1100 — 771 BC)

Eastern Zhou (770 — 256 BC)

Spring and Autumn Period (770 — 476 BC)
Warring States Period (475 — 221 BC)

Qin Dynasty (221 — 207 BC)

Han Dynasty (206 BC — AD 220)
Western Han (206 BC — AD 8)

Xin (Wang Mang Usurpation )(9 — 23)
Eastern Han (25 — 220)
Three Kingdoms (220 — 265)
Wei (220 — 265)
Shu Han (221 — 263)
Wu (222 — 280)
Jin Dyansty (265 — 420)
Western Jin (265 — 316)
Sixteen Kingdoms (304 — 439)
Eastern Jin (317 — 420)

Southern Dynasties (420 — 589)

Northern Dynasties (386 — 581)

Sui Dynasty (581 — 618)

Tang Dynasty (618 — 907)

Five Dynasties (907 — 960)

Liao Dynasty (907 — 1125)

Song Dynasty (960 — 1279)

Northern Song (960 — 1127)
Southern Song (1127 — 1279)

Western Xia (1032 — 1234)

Jin Dynasty (1115 — 1234)

Yuan Dynasty (1279 — 1368)

Ming Dynasty (1368 — 1644)

Qing Dynasty (1644 — 1911)
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Arc-shaped Pendant (huang)

Pair of Pendants

Arc-shaped Pendant (huang)
Ornament

Spade

Ornament

Spade

Spade

Object in the Shape of a Handle
Axe

Scepter (zhang)

Scepter (zhang)

Blade

Ceremonial Blade

Beast Miniature

Axe (qi)

Axe (yue)

Jade Dagger-axe (ge) with Bronze Mounting
Scepter (zhang)

Ring

Dagger-axe (ge)

Tube (cong)

Kneeling Human Figure
Kneeling Human Figure
Double-faced Human Figure
Pendant in the Shape of an Owl
Pendant in the Shape of an Owl
Bear

Elephant

Pendant in the Shape of a Phoenix

Pendant in the Shape of a Phoenix Head and a Human Body

Pendant in the Shape of Two Connected Parrots
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