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B. Types of Jade

Although Qing Dynasty ornamental jade mostly came from the imperial palace, civilian
artisans also accomplished much in the art. The basic perspective of the aesthetics
of jade-making is that of “beautiful decoration.” Due to a dense population and the
mingling of different social classes, the expression of art became closely related to
people’s lives. The artistic style was one that appreciated refined skills, splendor, and
variety, using realist and formalist methods. Because the artistic techniques are strongly
circumscribed by the need to present details, the artifacts can’t help but be extremely
delicate and ornate. It exudes a sense of folk art, while still winning the praise of those

with elegant taste. The types of jade can basically be divided into these categories:

1. Displays: jade boulders, screens, table screens, vases, incense burners, jade

containers, and scenery.

2. Representations: Auspicious figures, such as people (including Taoist and
Buddhist deities, female figures, children, and fishermen), animals (birds, beasts,
insects, and fish), and plants (flowers and fruits).

3. Stationery: lucky ornaments, brush holders, brush stands, brush cleaners, arm
rests, paperweights, tea basins, burners, bottles, boxes, cosmetics cases, and incense

burners.
4. Household items: bowls, plates, cups, small cups, lamps, and snuff bottles.

5. Miscellaneous: traditional ceremonial items such as chime stones, jade disks, and

jade tablets.
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Fitting Both Refined and Popular Tastes
— Qing Dynasty Ornamental Jade

Lin Shu-Xin

Former Editor
National Museum of History

A. Foreword

The art of jade carving has a long history in China, which can be traced back to the
early neolithic period, originally spurred by the religious worship of stoneware. There
was constant development of craftsmanship throughout the eras, and, because of
changes in society, by the time of the Tang and Song dynasties, jade had gradually
transformed from a symbolic object of obscure and elevated religious rituals into
an ornamental and decorative item that was practical and closer to everyday life.
By the time of the Yuan Dynasty, jade was an important object to be appreciated
by high society and wealthy literati. In the Ming Dynasty, with the development
of commercialism, carving craftsmanship progressed by leaps and bounds, and the
developments in jade carving were especially fascinating. The Directorate of Imperial
Accoutrements was established to supervise the production of jade ornaments in an
effort to enhance quality. There was an increased demand for jade because of the
popularization of jade among the common people. The imperial court was not the
only place where fine jade could be produced, as Suzhou had become the center of jade

carving for southern China.

In the Qing Dynasty, the art of jade carving became even more refined. Jade sources
increased with the pacification of Huibu, and Xinjiang’s abundant Hetian jade
provided a continuous inflow of material. The fondness for and promotion of jade by
the imperial court and nobles advanced the further development of jade carving skills.
The imperial palace established the Jade Production Bureau to place jade under the
supervision of the Imperial Workshop in the pursuit of skilled workmanship and high
quality, sparing nothing in pursuit of the goal to produce the finest jade ornaments.
Approximately during the reign of Qianlong, the large influx of jadeite that followed
the pacification of the Jinchuan region inspired the refinement of jade carving skills.
Since the Ming Dynasty, with the increasingly strong foundation enjoyed by the craft
of jade carving and the popularity of jade, the use of jade by the common people greatly
increased and it became a part of everyday life. Then, jade carving entered a golden age
during the Qing Dynasty, which saw the highest achievements in jade carving since the
Han Dynasty. Later generations used the term “Qianlong artisanship” to represent the
perfection achieved in jade carving during that era. Qing Dynasty ornamental jade is

an emblematic genre of that era.



D. Craftsmanship

With the exception of a portion that was made purely for artistic reasons, Qing
Dynasty ornamental jade was actually created mainly with practical value in mind.
Because of the beauty inherent in jade, however, the beauty displayed in the exact
workmanship makes jade-making the craft that best represents the aesthetics of Qing
Dynasty ornaments. It also became an artwork that people from all levels of society
could appreciate and cherish. Taking an overall look at the forms of Qing Dynasty
ornamental jade, they not only carried on the classic forms that had developed in
ancient times, but also extracted the essence of the most beautiful forms of each era,
creating amazing artworks reflecting the highest pinnacle of technique. Because each
piece was created by hand, each is different, and this is the most fascinating aspect of
the art of jade. Some analyses that can be made from the viewpoint of craftsmanship

are as follows:

1. Styles

a. Patterned after ancient bronze ritual vessels: modeling after Shang-Zhou
bronzeware, with exquisite forms like wine vessels, pots, food vessels, washbasins,

and tripod vessels.

b. Patterned after ancient porcelain: the most commonly seen forms are patterned

after Song Dynasty vases, bowls, and plates.
c. Patterned after metal ware: Tang Dynasty metal ware is the most common.

d. Patterned after representations of the natural world: including human figures,

animals, plants, and natural shapes.

e. Those with images like two-dimensional paintings: layers of carving in relief and
demi-relief, transforming the two-dimensional into three-dimensional, usually in

Jjade boulders, table screens, and screens.

. Using the technique similar to setting decorations in metal, such as setting glass,

crystal, or gems in the jade, which developed into a new style in jade ornaments.
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C. Sources of Jade

Because of political uniformity in the Qing Dynasty, transportation was efficient, and
thousands of catties sometimes as many as ten thousand (a unit of measure equivalent
to about half a kilogram) of raw jade from Xinjiang were given in tribute to the
imperial palace each year.. The main sources were two production regions. One was the
Yarkand River region with its raw mostly green jade mined from mountains. Since it
was mined from the mountains, the raw jade was in especially large pieces, according
to records from the Qing Dynasty. The largest piece took ten years to carve in its
entirety, and was later placed in the Hall of Joyful Longevity as the “Regulation of
Flood by Da Yu Jade Boulder”. Other representative works of mountain-mined jade are
the “Traveling in Autumn Mountains Jade Boulder” and the “Nine Elders of Huichang
Jade Boulder”. Another type was raw jade gathered from rivers, popularly called “seed
jade”, the main production regions of which were the White Jade River and the Green
Jade River of Hetian, where jade was mostly found in the riverbeds. Each year during
the dry season, the Hui people would pick raw jade out of the riverbed. Another kind
was called “mountain wash” which was seed jade found in the upper reaches of rivers,
in the mountains. Though its quality was not as lustrous as seed jade, it was commonly

used as raw jade since it could be found in greater quantities.

Except in the creation of large artworks, such as jade boulders and urns, Qing Dynasty
ornamental jade used the Hetian raw jade gathered from rivers about 89% of the time,
especially suet white jade, which made up the great majority. The main reason was
that although mountain-mined jade came in very large pieces, the quality was rather
dry, not like the shiny lustrous jade gathered from rivers. The mountain-mined jade
often had cracks and flaws and could not compare with the purity of suet white jade.
After suet white jade, the next most popular jade types were the other types produced
in Hetian, such as green-white jade, yellow jade, green jade, blue jade, gray jade,
and black jade. Other types of materials were used, such as jadeite, achate, crystal,
green quartz, and turquoise, which displayed diverse aesthetic viewpoints and artistic
expressions. Basically, the ideal was that raw jade with pure and excellent jade quality
could be strictly selected by a jade artisan to create the perfect artistic effect, depending

on its intended use.



