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FOREWORD

The treasuring of jade is 2 Chinese tradition dating back several millennia,
having its roots in the primitive society. In the earliest days, people believed that
jade represented virtue and immortality. This explains the popularity of mortuary
jade objects in Shang and Zhou times and through the Qin and Han dynasties. Thanks
to such beliefs and practices, many beautiful archaic jades have been preserved.

The earliest evidence of jade collecting is probably the jade objects of the
Hongshan culture discovered from the tomb of Fu Hao {Lady Hao} of the late Shang
Dynasty in Anyang. The Hongshan culture existed some 2000 years prior to the birth
of Lady Hao, and the excavation of these pieces shows the great fondness that people
have long had for jades. In modern times, most collectors have treated their jades
as fondling pieces or playthings for their own personal enjoyment, and paid little
attention to their historical significance or artistic merit of the pieces. This is truly
saddening. However, archaeological excavations in recent years have yielded thou-
sands of artefacts, thereby providing new materials for the jade collectors to under-
stand the development, dating and decoration technigues of Chinese jades.

The archaic jades shown in this exhibition date from the Neolithic period to the
Han Dynasty. Together, they present an overall picture of the evolution of jade
carving of different periods. They have been selected mainly on the hasis of their
artistic and historical value, and the most representative pieces were chosen to
represent each cultural period.

Tam very grateful to Mr. Yang Boda for writing the introduction to this catalogue
and for providing detailed entries for each of the exhibits. The references to
comparable items and illustrations of pieces from controlled excavations are most
useful points of reference for the understanding and dating of the jades. Mr. Yang
is a leading expert in this field and the scholarly work that he has put into this
catalogue is most authoritative and valuable.

Further, I am much indebted to Dr. Mayching Kao, Curator of the Art Gallery
of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, for her advice and guidance. I would also
like to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt thanks to Mr. Peter Lam for
overseeing the production of this catalogue; to Mr. Yau Hok Wa for editing; and to
Messrs. Sidney and Ferry Yip for photography. Without their untiring efforts, the
catalogue would have never been possible.

Simon Kwan
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PREFACE

Of all materials in the world of Chinese antiquities, jade best exemplifics the
essential aspects of Chinese culture and aesthetic appreciation. This beautiful stone
is admired for its hardness, translucent colours and warm brilliance. From these
natural properties the ancients found the embodiment of the cardinal virtues of a
perfect gentleman. Ancient texts such as Li ji {Book of Rites} expounded the
importance of jade to a gentleman whose wearing of jade pendants achieved both
moralizing and ornamental purposes. With time jade came to be identified as a symbol
for everything that is good, pure, noble and sublime.

Jade also occupied a central place in the ceremonies and rituals of ancient
China. Though the use of “Six Ritual Jades” and “Six Auspicious Jades” as recorded
in early texts awaits confirmation by archaeological finds, ample evidence has been
excavated to show that jade served as ritual objects in the worship of heavens and
ancestors since the Neolithic period. We witness in the same period that jade was
used as emblems of status and wealth. The popular belief in the protective and
preservative power of jade led to the inclusion of jade objects in burials and the
production of mortuary jades which were thought to have mystical power to preserve
the body from decay. The faith in the protective quality of jade persisted until this
day and is still held dear by many modern Chinese. Therefore, in a long history that
spanned seven thousand years, jade carving underwent evolutions in form and
function, yet it remains an integral part in the life and customs of the Chinese people,
embodying their aspirations and beliefs as well as fulfilling ornamental, practical and
aesthetic purposes. The jade carvings are visible manifestions of the respect for and
fascination with this precious stone by the Chinese people and their study and
collection thus carry special cultural significance.

The Art Gallery of The Chinese University is privileged to present an exhibition
of Chinese archaic jades drawn from the collection of Dr. Simon Kwan. “Chinese
archaic jades” generally refer to jade objects from the Xia dynasty to the Han.
However, archaeological discoveries of the modern period not only substantially
increase our knowledge of this art form in the early historical period, they have also
firmly established the Neolithic period as the origin of jade carving in China. The
Kwan collection of archaic jades on display amply illustrate this new development.

Atotal of 239 items are featured in the current exhibition. Together they trace
the development of jade art in four millennia, the wide variety of types and forms,
rich omamentation and superlative craftsmanship providing important clues for
scholarly investigation and aesthetic appreciation.

We are particularly grateful to Dr. Simon Kwan for his great generosity in
lending his treasured collection for exhibition and in sponsoring the exhibition and




the publication of the accompanying catalogue. A benefactor of the Art Gallery, Dr.
Kwan has been an invaluable member of our Management Committee since 1986.
For many years he has given us his unfailing support and expert guidance, making
crucial contributions to our development. The current project marks our third
cooperative venture, following two highly successful showings of his collections of
late Qing imperial porcelains and ivory carvings in 1983 and 1990 respectively. Dr.
Kwan, an eminent architect with a reputation for the artistic quality of his designs,
is admired in the collectors’ circle for his pioneering vision and dedicated thorough-
ness. The specialized collections which he built over the years not only embody his
refined taste, but also demonstrate his great scholarly interest. Moreover, he has made
his collection available for study by scholars, resulting in collection catalogues that
reflect the latest development in research. The present volume is distinguished by
the participation of Mr. Yang Boda of the Palace Museum in Beijing. We are deeply
grateful for his contribution of an introductory essay and the catalogue entries. To
Mr. Sidney Yip and Mr. Ferry Yip who photograph the collection and Ms. Cathy Poon
who prepared the English translation, we offer our sincere appreciation.

Mayching Kao
Curator, Art Gallery
The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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