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Jades Unearthed from Jiangxi

Peng Minghan

Jiangxi Province extends south from the southern bank of the Middle and Lower Yangtze River valleys.
Geographically, Jiangxi is low at its center and high on its four sides. The Gan River crosses Jiangxi from south
to north, and hooks at the north around Boyang Lake which is a central meeting point for not only the Gan but
Fu, Xin, and Rao Rivers and their valleys. Before the invention of irrigation, this central area of rivers and lake
was ideal in natural beauty and weather, and thus was prime location for an early cultural settlement.

Archaeological activity came late to Jiangxi, beginning with the discoveries of Rao Huiyuan in Qingjiang
County (today’s Zhangshu). From 1947 to 1955 he discovered 47 ancient sites, and most formed ohat later
became known as the Wucheng Culture. Sites include Gongweicheng and Yingpanli. After 1949, as cultural
enterprise, scientific knowledge and academic research increased, Jiangxi archeology and cultural relic discover-
ies also continuously and rapidly advanced.

Sites with jades of the Late Neolithic Period date derive from Fengcheng, Xunyu, De’an, Jing’an, and Shantou
in Guangfengshe. Jade types are few, and usually limited to single implements, such as the tube (cong), axe, axe
(yue) and arc-shaped pendant (huang). The latter types reflect the influence of the Liangzhu Culture. A cong
with one register of décor , picked up at Fengcheng', is completely Liangzhu in style. The simple animal face
motif on four sides mimicks that decorating cong from Sidun and Caoxieshan in Jiangsu.

During the Shang Period Jiangxi serves as the center of the Wucheng Culture. The advanced level of this
Bronze Age culture is reflected in the archeological discoveries at Wucheng site in Zhangshu and at
Dayangzhou in Xin’gan. The Shang tomb at Xin’gan, discovered in 1989, is the largest tomb known of Shang
date in Jiangxi?. The numerous bronzes discovered in the tomb, of unusual shape, décor and casting technique,
are a rare find for south China, and the jades rank, after those found at Anyang (Henan) and Sanxingdui
(Sichuan), as a third major Shang Period discovery. Seven-hundred and fifty-four jades were found in the tomb,
including ritual, insignia and ornamental types. The thirty-three ritual examples include cong, huan, huang, bi
and slit rings and the seven insignia include daggers, spear points and spades. The remaining are ornaments
designed either as pendants or for insertion into another material. The ornament types include hairpins,
bracelets, necklaces, waist belts, and chains of beads. Some jades are lively and refined in style, reflecting the
high standard of Shang aesthetics. Dayangzhou jades serve as a mirror reflecting the advanced level of jade-
working of a royal Shang state, representing the Wucheng Culture in south China. These jade works of art
provide a rich source of new data for understanding jade-working during the Shang Period.

The majority of jade types (jade is equivalent in meaning to beautiful stone) from the Dayangzhou burial
include mostly tremolite nephrite and a small number consist of amlygonite, pyrophylite, turquoise, and crystal.
Inner parts of the jades often appear white, gray and light yellow to green yet outer surfaces may appear
purple, brown and black in color. The latter colors occur due to contact with other materials and cause chemical
change within the jade due to its loose structure and porous composition. Jades that are buried in a moist and
acidic earth for thousands of years, as in Jiangxi, will be materially affected. On the one hand there may be a loss
of chemicals containing certain elements due to burial circumstances and on the other to contact with other
chemicals that cause elemental changes. For example, if the jade is buried for thousands of years alongside
bronzes, the surface of the jade may become green in color, caused by leeching of the bronze alloy. Many of the
surfaces of Dayangzhou jades have altered, due to chemical leeching, and this is reflected in what is popularly
described as the color of “chicken-bone white.”

Dayangzhou jades have two outstanding characteristics: one is that in form, decor , carving technique and
style the jades reflect the Shang Culture of the Central Plain, as represented by bi, slit rings, cong, huan, huang, ge
(dagger-axe), spear points, spades, and ornamental types including handle shapes and hairpins. Two, decora-
tive features, including trapezoid, diamond, “hui 2" character patterns, and various angle type motifs, plus “f-
eye” types reflect Erlitou Culture style and interest. The technique which employs a double-incised line to
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create decor , followed by shallow hand-worked outer edges into a deeper and lower plain, with the effect that
the areas between each two incised lines a raised part formed, typifies Yin-Shang jade-working.

Dayangzhou jade groups differ from those at Yinxu in that the number of ritual jade types is limited to bi,
cong and huang, as opposed to Yinxu types that also include tablet (gui insginia), zhang (insignia) blades, and
tiger types. The latter three are unknown at Dayangzhou. Noteworthy on the other hand is the image of a deity
figurine with tall feathered headdress, singular to this Shang site in the southeast. Dayangzhou art works in
jade have characteristics in common with Shang as well as those that are singular to Dayangzhou, indicating a
southern expression that is significant in understanding the Shang cultural repertoire.

During the era of the two Zhou periods, Jiangxi cultural remains are few. Most site finds are small and
medium in size, and bear no comparison with earlier Wucheng or Niutoucheng Cultures. Only occasional jade
finds, small in number and type, represented by bi, huang, huan and pendants are found. Sites include the
Spring and Autumn burial at Guanshang, Zhangshu?®, the Warring States tomb at Niutoushan, Zhangshu*, and
the two Zhou cliff burials at Longhushan, Guixi®.

Han jades excavated in Jiangxi include a Western Han group at Yongle, Nanchang and a rich number from a
Western Han wooden burial chamber at Laofushan, including bi, pendants, and sword parts. Décor and shapes
mimic Central Plain styles. Among thirteen tombs from Yongle, two contained a total of nine jades, including a
jade bi, sword parts, dancing figurines, in addition to ivory bi and huan®.

During the Wei-Jin, Northern and Southern Dynastic through Sui and Tang periods, there is only a low level
of production with few excavated jade examples. The richest finds include belt hooks, huang, girdle pendant
latches (heng), pendants, and unusual animals’, and, although rare, finds for this area and time still reflect
metropolitan Han.

By the Song dynasty, society, economy, handicraft production, and culture are secure and flourishing. Jade-
working during the Song is particularly rich, growing more complex and profuse in number and type of jades
worked. Jade pendants are increasingly popular. Whether discussing type, technique or form, great advances
are made on all levels, especially in the form of working in the round. Earlier jade types are still created but
with a more advanced working technique. Historical references to working jade in the Song, although plentiful,
excavated examples remain few. Southern Song jades excavated from Zhao Zhongyan’s burial at Shangrao and
from Zhang Xuanyi’s burial at Jishui contribute significantly to the evidence for changes in form, subject and
working technique from pre-Song to Song times. The twenty-one jades (jade is equivalent to beautiful stone)
from the Zhao Zhongyan burial include 21 items: one set of eight belt ornaments, two silver cups, two bronze
objects, a crystal cup, crystal beads, a crystal lion, crystal ornaments, stone lion, stone bi, and a stone epitaph®.
According to the memorial stone, Zhao Zhongyan was related to Emperor Gaozong of the Song, thus explaining
why his jades are so rich and refined. The jade belt plaques, compared with those of Tang and Five Dynasties
date are quite different. Half-circle shapes of jade used to create belts disappear in favor of smaller peach
shapes, square and rectangular shapes, and gui blade shapes. Decorative imagery includes human figurines as
Han people dressed in attire with long robes, full sleeves and angular neck lines, and seated figurines without
rugs. Carving techniques also differ from the Tang era. Primary décor is created through gouging and abrading
making a slope with slightly uneven appearance. Details of clothing, compared with incised lines of Tang
times, are finer and shorter, giving rise to a new style representing “cloth pleats” which seem to be more re-
served than those of Tang. The four frame sides of the plaque are worked into four sloping edges which give
the appearance in profile of a trapezoid. This technique, three-dimensional and strong, is rarely seen later. In
details, the carving of incised lines is lively, and since there is no use of incised line to outline, the effect is
natural, of forms turning with ease. Linear decor is not used decoratively, rather clothing pleats and folds are
rendered as if pliable and soft, overlapping and descriptively natural. Human and animals are rendered in
lively realistic poses, in an environment that is spirited and moving. These Song dynasty jade belts are a trea-
sure amidst Jiangxi jade works of art. The jade belt example from Zhao Zhongyan’s tomb consists of one belt
chape (tuowei) and seven rectangular pieces, and compares well with those of Five Dynasties date belonging to
the Shu King, Wang Jian. Because of Zhao Zhongyan’s connection with the Song royal house, as investigative
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envoy delegated to Mingzhou, his belt reflects the standard type for high level officials of the Song Dynasty.

With the establishment of the Ming Dynasty by Zhu Yuanzhang, and the recovery of the Tang system, jades
are used alongside a dress code as a means to signify status. Specific jades could be used only by the highest
levels of officialdom. Based on the flourishing tradition of jade-working during the Song Dynasty, and much
effort, jade production reached a new level, the richest period for jade-working in Chinese history. The suc-
cesses and special characteristics of jade-working during this era fall into three categories. First, jades increase to
include various cups, bowls, dishes, and scholarly implements. Second, suspended jade and ornamental types
reach a new level of complexity, in the creation of buttons, hairpins, and pendants, in new antique styles, at the
same time with a worldliness that in expression becomes closer and closer to everyday life. Several small types
of pendants that are simple and straightforward also appear. Third, styles diversify, in expanding upon earlier
ones, but radically changing in developing a multitude of new and rich forms.

Socially and economically, Jiangxi in the Ming Dynasty reaches a new level that goes well beyond its founda-
tions in the Song and Yuan Dynasties. Cities and towns multiply, handicraft production increases, and market-
ing and trade take an unprecedented leap forward. There are over 100 Ming tombs in Jiangxi with jades, and
most noteworthy are those belonging to Prince Ning and Prince Yi clans, concentrated in Nanchang and
Nancheng. The most important include the tomb of Prince Ningjing's wife (furen) at Nanchang’ with one jade
gui, a pair of pendants, flat pieces, and several thousand beads; the joint burial of Prince Yiduan and his wife at
Nancheng!® with jade gui and a 26 piece belt; the joint burial of Prince Yizhuang and his wife at Nancheng"
with jade gui, pendants and over 1500 pieces belonging to belts; and the joint burial of Prince Yixuan and his
wife at Nancheng®? with jade gui, pendants and belt of 289 pieces, in addition to over 1000 beads.

Jades from the royal tomb of Prince Ning at Nanchang and clan burials of Prince Yi at Nancheng are divisible
into ritual types, including gui and bi and everyday ornamental types, including waist belts, belt hooks, head
ornaments, dress ornaments and suspended ornaments. The most popular types include gui, belts and pendant
types. Each tomb is equipped with gui, belts and pendants. The pendant ornaments are particularly rich,
featuring human figurines, animals, fish, birds, flowers and plants, plaques, with those from the tomb of Prince
Yixuan most special. The latter and others dating to the middle through late Ming Period constitute new data
for analyzing Central Plain and Jiangxi systems of jade working and their interrelationship.

Ritual jade gui and bi during the Ming Dynasty could only be used by the emperor and imperial house. The
Ming History chapter “Yu Fu Zhi” or “Imperial Dress Regulations” states, for example during Hong Wu's “26th
year it was designated that 12 zhang types....and gui [were restricted] in length to one chi and two cun. During
Yongle’s 3rd year, jade gui [were restricted] in length to one chi two cun. During Jiaging’s 8th year a queen’s
dress was regulated by ... [and] jade grain pattern gui [were restricted] in length to 7 cun, [and] décor carved
[was restricted to] grain motifs. Dress regulations and jade regulations were strictly defined during the Ming
and Qing eras.

The over 20 jade gui blades from the Ming tombs of military governors in control of outlying provinces at
Nanchang and Nancheng, were basically of the type with shanshang fangxia, long and slender, with triangular
tops, rectangular bottoms, sharp corners, smooth edges, and two surfaces carved with five rows of protruding
grain motifs, measuring approximately 15cm. long, fits the Ming standard of five cun, the smallest type of jade
gui known during the Ming Dynasty. Gui tablets are not found in ordinary people’s excavated graves, indicat-
ing that gui known archaeologically are indeed examples of the regulatory system instituted, according to the
histories, during the Ming.

The over 30 sets of jade belts from Ming tombs in Jiangxi represent good examples of the art of making jade
belts at this time. Most of Early and Middle Period Ming date are plain yet highly polished. For example, the
jade belt plaques from Prince Duan’s tomb were composed of mutton fat jade, highly polished to a sheen, yet
are plain and undecorated. Jade belts of Middle and Late Period Ming date usually number 20 pieces per set
and are arranged in two rows, totaling 13 pieces: one row with one rectangular central piece flanked by one
further rectangular piece, three peach-shaped pieces, one long shaped piece, one gui-shaped piece, and the other
with similar sized pieces, usually seven rectangular pieces, called “qi pai fang” or “seven row rectangular
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plaques.” The floral-shaped jade belt unearthed from Prince Yixuan’s tomb that has a central melon-shape,
surrounded by flower-shapes with four petals, is another variation upon the Ming Dynasty belt. Both jade
belts, one from Prince Yixuan’s tomb and another from the Disancun, Wuxi Township, Xinjian, have two bars
for suspended ornaments (tixie) which are a type found in Early Ming tomb of Wang Xingzu in Nanjing, indicat-
ing that this jade belt with tixie bars is idiosyncratic to the Jiangxi area and is also probably old jade.

Most Late Ming jade belts are decorated with a variety of multiple themes, including dragons, phoenixes,
unicorns, flowers and plants, with the former three the usual featured motif that lies against a background of
interlocking flowers and plants, in addition to motifs expressing good luck, such as ruyi, cloud scrolls, ancient
coins, pines and rocks, and swastikas. The featured motifs stand out in relief, full of vigor, and decorative in
expression. Most of the governor’s belts had plaques that contain 3 or 4 melon with python snakes that are
divided into rough and refined workmanship. Rough portions are cursory and refined portions are exquisite.
Frequently two to three multiple levels are worked into openwork designs, and some designs are traced in gold,
producing glamorous and rich expressions, as represented by the belt unearthed from the tomb Prince Yixuan’s
second consort. The ornament of the latter belt is executed in a subtle bas-relief program of peony flowers with
incised lines traced with gold, extremely rich and unctuous in design.

Since the Song, the Taoist Mansion at Guixi has been occupied by generations of Taoist Celestial Masters,
appointed by each dynastic administration. Because of this, a Taoist Celestial Master’s jade seal is identified in
this area’s tomb, designed for burial, and again with both refined and rough parts. The latter constitutes a
major jade form typifying the Jiangxi area during the Ming and Qing eras.

A representative tomb with jades from the Qing dynasty belongs to Li Hongbin at Jiujiang County, dating to
the era of Daoguang. Standard types of Late Qing jades, include ten stellar examples of high quality material
and working technique from this tomb: agate dynastic beads, agate Buddhist beads, jadeite finger rings, jadeite
goose-shape pendants, and mirrors with crystal eyes.

In summary, the art of ancient jade-working in Jiangxi has a long and momentous history. Most of the tombs
with jades also have ceramics and porcelains that have made Jiangxi famous through the historical eras. From
Song time on, most tombs are equipped with burial epitaphs, providing dates and identities. For this reason the
ancient jades represented in archaeological finds, particularly of Song period on, constitute rich source of data
for future research on jade development in Jiangxi.
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Chronology
A REAL (£ 7CHT 8000 — Hif 2000 4 ) Neolithic Period (ca. 8000 — 2000 BC)
BEAC (ATTHT20 — R 16 tH2d) Xia Dynasty (ca. 2000 — 1600 BC)
B (AJCHET 16 — @i 11 f20) Shang Dynasty (ca. 1600 — 1100 BC)
P (ATCHT 11 20 — R 771 48) Western Zhou (ca. 1100 — 771 BC)
Z=E (A TTHET 770 — |/ 256 4F) Eastern Zhou (770 — 256 BC)
FR (ATTHT 770 — Fi 476 4E) Spring and Autumn Period (770 — 476 BC)
KR E (TR 475 — R 221 48) Warring States Period (475 — 221 BC)
M/ (ATCHT 221 — /i 207 4£) Qin Dynasty (221 — 207 BC)
WA (ATTHET 206 — A TC 220 4F) Han Dynasty (206 BC — AD 220)
PEIL (A JCAT 206 — &7 8 4F) Western Han (206 BC — AD 8)
iz (A9 — 23 48) Xin (Wang Mang Usurpation)(9 — 23)
RN (ATE25 — 2204F) Eastern Han (25 — 220)
=H (A7T220 — 2654) Three Kingdoms (220 — 265)
B (A0 220 — 265 4F) Wei (220 — 265)
B (AT221 — 263 4F) Shu Han (221 — 263)
5 (75222 — 280 4F) Wu (222 — 280)
W (LNTE 265 — 420 4E) Jin Dyansty (265 — 420)
PHE (AJT265 — 316 4F) Western Jin (265 — 316)
+75E (ATT 304 — 439 4R) Sixteen Kingdoms (304 — 439)
RKE (ATL317 — 4204F) Eastern Jin (317 — 420)
FEER (27T 420 — 589 4F) Southern Dynasties (420 — 589)
AL (7T 386 — 581 4F) Northern Dynasties (386 — 581)
BBt (AT 581 — 618 4F) Sui Dynasty (581 — 618)
B (AJL 618 — 907 £4£) Tang Dynasty (618 — 907)
FARTHE (AT 907 — 960 4£) Five Dynasties (907 — 960)
R (AT 907 — 1125 %) Liao Dynasty (907 — 1125)
FAL (ATL960 — 1279 ) Song Dynasty (960 — 1279)
JedR (AT 960 — 1127 4F) Northern Song (960 — 1127)
BEE (AL 1127 — 1279 4) Southern Song (1127 — 1279)
E (AL 1032 — 1234 4) Western Xia (1032 — 1234)
R (AT 1115 — 1234 4F) Jin Dynasty (1115 — 1234)
T (ATT 1279 — 1368 4£) Yuan Dynasty (1279 — 1368)
B (270 1368 — 1644 4F) Ming Dynasty (1368 — 1644)
B (AT 1644 — 1911 47) Qing Dynasty (1644 — 1911)
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