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Chinese jade: inheriting and transforming of its functions

Xu Xiaodong

Jade has had a remarkable history in China. It has been
appreciated by Chinese people since as early as 7000 years ago.
Probably the luminous translucent stone first attracted Neolithic
people as something special among a large range of colored and
attractive stones that they used for tools and ornaments. Tough but
not easily scratched or broken, jade can be ground to a soft smooth
surface, intact and gleaning over millennia. It has been worked
into symbolic weapons. exceptional ornaments, and ritual objects
and applied in various areas of social life. its use was confined to a
very small elite. Though the roles it played and status it represented
varied dramatically in different historical periods, jade represented
permanent beauty to its owners and acts as indications of their
statues and ranks. The reason why jade is made so precious to
the Chinese lies not only in its physical attributes. but also in the
significant meaning it carried, the profound associations it linked,
the important roles it played, and in its functional inheriting and

transformation.

From the late Neolithic time on, jade was chosen for the fine
ornaments of the ancient Chinese elites and became associated
with their earthly powers. It was also employed for ceremonial
and ritual objects that we presume were instrumental in ancient
Chinese religious practices and so became associated with spiritual
powers. Jade has its beginnings in the Neolithic period and was
not used evenly throughout at that time. One of the principal jade

types of this period is those employed as offers to the spirits or as

medium to communicate with the spirits. They were used at ritual
and ceremonial occasions. The principal jades include dragons and
figures of Hongshan culture (c. 5000-¢.3500 BCE), cong and disc
of Liangzhu culture (c¢. 5000-¢.2000 BCE), gui and zhang, two
kinds of ceremonial blades of Longshan culture (c. 2350- ¢. 1950
BCE). While the associations of discs and cong may have been with
something spiritual, the utilitarian shapes of jade axes, some with
elaborately embellished fittings, referred to military and political
powers derived from day-to-day force. The owners of these jades
is restricted to only shemen and tribe leaders. Both the Hongshan
culture and Liangzhu culture had emiphasized jades above all other
burial goods. It is also the case in varied distinctive jade cultures
scattered at other regions. Therefore it seems quite obvious that jade
gained its great reputation and status, and played very important role

in the different societies from the very beginning.

From later Neolithic on to early Bronze Age, ancient China
witnessed one of the most profound ritual changes. Jade became one
of the important indications of the new etiquette society, representing
profound ritual, religious and philosophicai meanings. People
modified the use of jade that they ultimately derived from precedents.
Neolithic jade forms such as cong, discs. axe, chang and gui blades,
ring for instance, were systematized and employed as a full set of
ritual objects, namely six ¢i, though the ideas associated may have
changed. Zhou li, one of the three surviving ritual texts thought to

reflect Zhou practice reads: “the blue bi for offering ritual to Heaven,
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the yellow cong for offering ritual to the West, the red zhang for
offering ritual to the South, the white /u (tiger-shaped pendant) for
offering ritual to the East. the black huang for offering ritual to the
North. Six very dissimiiar jades of different colors were linked with
directions, the concept which observed throughout ancient Chincse
history despite of the ritual revolutions now and then. In Han
dynasty, jade discs, gui blade were employed as sacrifices. Gui blade.
bi. guibi (combination of gui and bi) and tablet consisted of main
category of ritual objects in the Tang dynasty. Bi, gui, cong and tablet
of certain sizes were contributed to specific spirits respectively in the
Song dynasty. and it was almost the same in the Ming dynasty: grey
Jade disc as offering ritual to the Heaven, yellow cong as offering
ritual to the Earth, pair of gui blades with notches as offering ritual
to the ancestors, guibi of 5 cun in length as offering ritual to the Sun
and the Moon. The regulation was followed in the Qing dynasty
despite of a little bit changes: as always. yellow cong for the Earth,
grey disc for the Heaven, red disc for the Sun, white disc for the

Moon and gui blade for the ancestors.

In Zhou li, jades are considered as belonging to two categories.
First are gi, ritual jades, as offerings to spirits. Second are rui, ceremonial
Jades. carried when high-ranking nobles meet. Besides those used for
ritual purpose mentioned above. many jades were intimately connected
with the human body and with the identity of particular individuals.
Jade belts. pendants and hair ornaments were worn as adornment and
embellishment. jade ceremonial blades and swords with decorative jade
hilts were held in the hand to indicate role or status. In this case. careful
distinctions are made between jade appropriate to different ranks. Gui,
for instance. in Zhou li. “The wang [king| uses the zhen-gui. The gong
[duke] uses the fiwan-gui. The hou |marquis| uses the xin-gui. The bo
[lord] uses the gui-bi. The nan [baron] uses the pu-bi. Gui is carried by

Song dynasty emperors on ritual occasions. In the Ming dynasty. gui in
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different sizes. forms and decorations are allocating to different imperial
family members on ritual and ceremonial occasions. Besides gui. full set
of pendant also acts as sign of rank. Pendants consisted of jades of varied
forms and numbers together with agate beads in certain combination
mode were prevalent in Western Zhou and Eastern Zhou. still in fashion
till Tang dynasty. and revived in the Ming dynasty. The pendant worn by
high ranking people is normally made of jades of high quality and better
finishing. As for the belt, jade always run top above other materials. such
as gold. silver and horn, from Tang dynasty till Ming. Both ornaments
and blades would have ensured that a person’s rank was recognized
by others. Jades therefore belonged after all to particular individuals,

becoming with time explicitly associated with given ranks.

Jade has always been valued for its physical attributes: its
extreme toughness, which makes it so durable. its incorruptible
beauty in terms of color, texture and translucence, and its sensuous
tactile quality when polished. The beautiful translucence of the stone
and above all its indestructibility. its permanence, were equated with
all the qualities of a just man — his benevolence, his righteousness.
his good faith. While the attributes of jade are used to elaborate and
characterize the qualities of a just man, so jade in turn comes to take
on those qualities. That may be the principle reason why jade was
chosen as visual expression of morality. With this conception in
mind, jade ornaments and jade writing sets are in favor by the noble
elites. Jade ornaments such as hairpin. bracelet. ring. belt fittings are
in vague for a quite long time from Neolithic period till today. Other
kinds of ornaments. such as she-shaped pendant, comb, button. are
in fashion for certain periods. Writing sets displayed on desks at
scholars” studios come into evidence at least as carly as Han dynasty,
treasured in the Song. and prosperous in the Ming and Qing. So
the ideas that accrued to jade objects are complex. Besides the link

with power — the power of an individual of class made visible by



