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THE JADE AGE

Jades from Northern China between the Neolithic Age and the Xia Dynasty
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Ai Dan (1962- ), Beijing-based jade expert and writer. He has been
devoted to researches on antiques for years. In this book, he puts
together his collection of jade articles before the Shang Dynasty
and accompanies them each by elaborate explanations. This

compilation is dedicated to readers who are enthusiasts of jade art.
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The Jade Age

Jade, a word of elegance, accompanied the Chinese race
during a long history.

Mankind experienced the Paleolithic Age, the Neolithic
Age, the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age. It is only in
China that before the Bronze Age lay a Jade Age. I am
not an archaeological scholar and have never got a chance
to excavate tombs. 1 gained my knowledge of jade by
other means. I am an empiricist. Knowledge accumulated
by and by during my last twenty years of virtuosi. I have
been drawn by my interest from pottery, china, and stone
statues to jade articles of the Ming and Qing Dynasties,
then back to those of the Song, Liao and Jin Dynasties,
and eventually to those in the Shang, Zhou and Han
Dynasties. I have encountered so many jade articles that
on retrospection I consider myself somewhat an expert.
My focus finally nestled into jade of the late Neolithic
Age, which is the fountainhead of a long-stretching river.
At that time, people recorded events by simple signs
rather than Chinese characters that did not come into

use till the Shang Dynasty. Unrecorded history always

poses challenge to archacology. For example, the folktale
of Yao, Shun and Yu sounds more like mythology than
history. People have to be equipped with both scientific
mind and imagination, both the experience of the Chinese
traditional medicine and the science of Western medicine
in order to cure these peculiar diseases. Perhaps I am
doing a poor comparison, for antiques are not patients.
It's curious that the history of different human races,
mountains and seas apart, may take on similar appearances.
In the layers of the earth, iron articles are above bronze
ones, and bronze articles above stone ones until it gets
to the top, the layer of human beings alive. Interestingly,
above the layer of the Stone Age, there rests a unique layer
of jade that distinguishes our culture. Our ancestors had
discovered bronze, with which they were able to cut jade
into pieces. In this sense, without the discovery of bronze,
the existence of a Jade Age was by no means possible. This
era is also called the late Neolithic Age, which ended in
the Xia Dynasty and is somewhere between 3,500 or 5,000

years ago, according to archaeological statistics.



It's inevitable to come to the topic of the Yangtze
River and the Yellow River when we talk about Chinese
civilization. If archaeology is compared to fruits, the
Yangtze River and the Yellow River can then be regarded
as two huge trees, old and eminent, laden with fruits.
There are Liangzhu Culture in the lower, and Daxi
Culture in the middle Yangtze River basin. And there are
the Longshan Culture in the lower, Shenmu Culture in
the middle, and Qijia Culture in the upper Yellow River
basin. Hongshan Culture is located in Liao River basin.
People's horizon of jade is continuously broadened by
these archaeological discoveries. Some controversy over
jade articles are settled, some blind spots of ages covered,
and some deficiencies exposed, including the experts'
lack of composite knowledge, bias of understanding and
arbitrary judgement. The research of jade is no longer
confined in an exclusive circle, and numerous collectors
and dealers trading in jade are also involved. These men
may employ different methods, but they target at the
same end, that is, to spread China's jade culture. It is time
that moulds this chance. It's not difficult to do scholarly
researches, but I am more concerned with practice, from
which one gets a more vivid picture. So far, I have given
an introduction that the following part is based on.

We had a Jade Age when jade had unparalleled social
function. Jade meant politics and belief. Human beings
of the Palacolithic Age got out of the forest and began to
learn all the means to survive. Small-scale planting and
breeding came into being. In the late Neolithic period, the
growing population is challenged by a reduction of the
number of wild animals. Agriculture, highly social and

orderly, began to develop. Crop production varied over
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China. The southerners grew rice, while the northerners
mainly grew millet. The Loess Plateau was marked
by little rain and alkaline soil, which was agreeable to
the growth of millet. People depended a lot on nature.
They felt great awe for various natural phenomena, and
believed in the existence of supernatural forces. When
they had favourable climate and the harvest turned out
to be good, they gave sacrifices to gods. In search of
offerings, they discovered colourful jade. And it was
exactly the time when bronze was uncovered in the
process of pottery production. Bronze was to change
the entire history. People shaped bronze into sheets,
tubes, and cones. Using these tools together with sand,
they were able to carve and polish jade into all kinds
of articles—those of daily and military use as well as
jewellery. These articles were the prototypes of offerings.

Jade is the nymph in the mountains. When men made
sacrifices to ancestors and gods, jade was the best
offering. As the saying went, Uncut jade forms no article
of vertu. In what way could one make a jade article that
communicates with gods? Unsophisticated mind created
the simplest pattern. The simplest things today were the
most complicated in those years. No one was capable
of explaining life and death, day and night, bolts and
thunders, and the relay of seasons. Lack of scientific
knowledge bred myths. The few wise men thought
hard. In their meditation, they visualized gods, designed
patterns of jade articles, and arranged the dances and rites
in sacrifices.

The so-called Jade Age refers to the period when jade
was made to be offerings. No country was formed then,

and people lived in tribes scattered all over mountain and



river areas. Our ancestors were occupied by sacrifices
and wars besides daily agricultural work. Altars were
built as stages for wizards. There was an immense need
for jade articles and mass production was called for. Jade
processing was considered high technology at that time.
In the late Neolithic Age, some of the most commonly
seen offerings were bi, cong, gui-tablet, zhang, yue, wu,
etc. And there were also some articles, xuanji and handle-
shaped articles for instance, with unspecified usage.

The most widely used offering was probably bi that is
unearthed in large quantities in relics of both Liangzhu
Culture and Qijia Culture. Bi is a shaped as an orb with
a perforation in the centre. Shuang lian bi (two bi-disks
joined together), san huang bi (bi-disk made up of three
huangs) and xuanji are all based on its design, and they
are found in the Yellow River basin in the stratum of the
late Neolithic Age. The shape of offerings, once set, was
not changeable. Offerings (/i ¢i) had to obey universal
rules (/i). In Qijia Culture, ordinary jade articles were
roughly made to perform their role as funerary objects—
gifts for ghosts on the dead's way to Hell. Jade articles
for sacrificial use were different. They were gifts for
heavenly gods, and they had to be carefully designed to
carry specific meanings. These articles were shaped after
particular patterns. Moreover, only jade of the best quality
could be used. In the Xia Dynasty, a special pattern of
bi (yuan as it was called), with a slightly larger central
hole, was popular in the middle Yellow River basin. Yuan
might have been used as jewellery on the wrist. Tens of
thousands of jade articles that were unearthed in Qijia
sites are now scattered all over C‘hina. A jade collector

once told me that, since the discovery of a site where

lots of large bis were buried, he had never heard of any
new discovery of jade articles of Qijia Culture. What he
suggested was that a play had reached its end.

It is almost too general to consider that cong was a
sacrifice for the earth. The earliest Chinese characters
were pictographic, and the design of cong resembles
the pictograph for penis. The character of cong consists
two parts: wang that means jade and cong that connotes
sacrifice under roof . Therefore, cong was apparently
used as sacrifice to ancestors. It symbolized phallism
and carries the meaning of connection and inheritance.
Cong was a major offering in Liangzhu and Qijia Culture.
Those found in Liangzhu were finely made and decorated
with holy animals in relief. On many congs one can find
eyes of gods, watching if men in sacrifice were pious.
Congs of Qijia Culture were simple in design. Its focus
was on the grains and quality of jade rather than decor.
Moreover, jade in the northwest areas was much harder
than those in other areas, which made it difficult to carve
in details. Cong was used in the sacrifice of ancestors.
This was so deeply rooted an idea for our race that every
generation had the responsibility to pass down the family
line however unfavourable the living conditions were.
Cong was a manifestation of this idea.

Gui-tablet was in popular use in the Yellow River basin.
Its pattern was based on some weapon or tool of the
Stone Age. Like zhang, it might have been used when an
army set out for battles. I once saw several gui-tablets of
the same size and the same kind of jade, and I presume
that they were made in batches by the same artisan of late
Qijia Culture. Drums were beaten on the altar; gui-tablets

and zhangs tied at the ends of long sticks were in good
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order; the headman led the whole tribe to give sacrifice,
impetrating the help of heavenly gods; military horses
galloped away, leaving a huge cloud of dust behind. It
was an era when heroes strived to hold dominion of the
whole world. In the name of gods, the civilization was
marked by a strong sense of cruelty. War meant nothing
other than plunder and conquest. Female prisoners were
forced to be sexual servants, and captured slaves could
be maltreated in any way. Slaves, as funeral objects, were
found in tombs badly disfigured, children's head shattered
and the elderly limbless. In a world where various
delicate offerings sparkled, suffering still predominated in
the world.

Gui-tablet might have been used to mark one's rank of
nobility. Gui-tablets unearthed usually bore the traces
of being once used, which suggested that they were
normally taken along with their masters. Gui-tablets and
zhangs were made from opaque jade, perhaps because
offerings in the shape of weapons were not supposed to be
transparent. Guis with relief were once found in Longshan
Cultural Sites located in the lower Yellow River basin.
The Imperial Palace Museum in Taipei houses several
similar articles on which Empire Qian Long of the Qing
Dynasty, who loved them very much, had some of his
poems engraved. In Qian Long's time, these articles were
considered to be made in the Shang or Zhou Dynasty,
and now they are finally judged to be relics of Longshan
Culture, or of the Xia Dynasty to be precise. They were
the best gui-tablets ever to be found and tarnished those
that were made later.

Yue has the pattern of a flat axe. It was used as offerings

everywhere around China. Yues of the most elegant design
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were found in Liangzhu Cultural Sites, and they were
so perfect that any minor change risked spoiling their
heavenly beauty. Yues are unearthed in all the cultural
sites in the Yellow River basin, and experts think that
they might be offerings to mountains. Our ancestors felt
regret when cutting down forests, and they gave sacrifices
to mountains to relieve the sense of guilt. Yue in Liangzhu
Culture symbolized military power, a different case from
cultures in the Yellow River basin.

Jade knives, another offering, were called wu in ancient
books. Shimao Cultural Area in Shaanxi Province and the
Qijia Cultural Area in Gansu Province are homelands of
jade knives. [ once saw, when visiting a collector, a big
jade knife of Qijia Culture that was 67cm long. I called it
playfully Knife World No.1. Regrettably, it was broken
in two halves, perhaps broken intentionally when buried
with the dead. It has a forceful design, well polished and
with a sharp blade—undoubtedly an outstanding work
of the Jade Age. Who could be qualified to be its owner?
Perhaps only the emperor. Wu should have been used in
sacrifices to the earth, as it was related to reaping. Harvest
was an event in the agricultural age. Celebrations were
held when the harvest, gift for gods, was carried into
barns. People gave sacrifices during which jade knives
were used. The prototype of jade knives was the stone
sickle, so it was quite proper to use jade knives during
sacrifices to gods of harvest. Jade knives were not used to
kill or to meet any practical needs; they were not knives
in the word's common association.

In the Xia Dynasty, there appeared a kind of jade article
that was strangely shaped. No one knows how they

were called, and people call them handle-shaped articles



nowadays. These articles became popular in the Shang
Dynasty, and they were found in Yanshi Erlitou Period
and late Qijia Culture. Despite all people's guesses, its use
is still controversial. I personally think that it should be
related to ghosts. One end of a handle-shaped article was
inlaid with turquoise or other materials. Its abstract and
terrifying engravings remind one of diseases or epidemic.
Therefore, it should have been used by necromancers to
dispel ghosts. Similar articles, named Y-shaped articles,
are found in the Hongshan Cultural Sites. Their usage is
also controversial, and I think they might have similar
usage to handle-shaped jade.

Now it goes to xuanji. Xuanji came into existence around
the Xia Dynasty, and experts have been arguing about its
usage. 1 once came across a pair of jade cuckoos, together
with a xuanji that were of the same size of regular bracelets.
They were found in the Yellow River basin and should have
been made in the late Neolithic Age. Jade modelling after
cuckoos was rarely seen and classic illustrative books of
jade articles had no record for that. Farmers in the north had
the experience that once the cuckoo twittered, crops should
be planted. Our ancestors, therefore, considered cuckoos
as messengers of gods. After the field was sown, people
expected rain, and xuanji was used in sacrifices for rain.
Xuanji had the design of cirrus, and its minor convexities
symbolized the back of Long (Chinese dragon). Cuckoos and
xuanji together made a vivid scene. The necromancer stood
on the altar. She wore jade birds on the chest and xuanji on
the wrists, dancing and saying prayers. The necromancer
might well be a woman, for I have seen xuanjis that were
extremely flimsy. In the rainy southern parts where people

had no worry about rain, xuanji was scarcely discovered.

The ancestors of the Shang Dynasty took the holy bird
as their totem, so Longshan Culture was famous for its
bird-shaped potteries. The holy bird was Feng (Chinese
phoenix) that stood for yin, which, together with Long
that stood for yang, formed the basic concept of Eastern
philosophy. There are different versions of the origin of
Long, and it is the same with Feng. The totem of Long
might have something to do with cyclones, and it might
also be related to the fossils of dinosaurs. In the folklore,
Emperor Yu changed the surface of the nation, which
suggested the possibility of finding fossils. Our ancestors
saw the fossils of dinosaurs that were completely alien
to them, and it was natural for them to speculate that
these animals should be hiding in mountains and clouds.
Therefore, they created the totem of Long. How about
Feng then? The earliest image of Feng was found in jade
articles of the Xia Dynasty. In the tomb of a princess
of the Shang Dynasty, people unearthed a piece of jade
depicting a beautiful Feng. But after close analysis of its
pattern and technique, experts concluded that it shouldn't
have been made in the Shang Dynasty. In another case,
700 jade articles were unearthed in Fuhao Tomb, and
among them were hook-shaped knives of Hongshan
Culture, offerings of the Xia Dynasty. If we venture to
judge the period of a jade article only from the age of
the tomb, we are likely to make mistakes. Up till now,
we have got a comprehensive knowledge of jade articles
of the Shang and Zhou Dynasty, and some experts are
capable of seeing the nuances between jade articles of
the late Shang period and the early Zhou period, between
the late Spring and Autumn Period and early Warring

States period. It is important to gain knowledge of jade
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