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Abstract: This is a research paper studying the history of Jade carving during the Chinese

Han Dynasty from 206 B.C to 220 A.D. The paper explains the me~ning of jade to the
Chinese people and examines the origin of the precious stone for the Han people and
other generations of dynasties. There is an accurate telling of Han beliefs followed by a
descriptive passage on the history of religious influence on the Han people. There is an
extensive study on the history of the Han people in general and a lengthy report on the
different forms of jade and their functions for the Han people.
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Meaning of Jade

he ancient Chinese pee

xious stone at one tim

thought that jade was created by the supernatural forces of heaven to guide humanity.

According to the Chinese, jade embodied the five virtues: charity, modesty, courage,

justice and wisdom (Zara, 9). Jade embodied the forces of nature and the universe and

emanated transcendental qualities. Through this precious stone's power, the ancient

Chinese sought the key to earthly protection and everlasting life (Qua, 4). Because of this

belief, jade in the Han Dynasty, 206 B.c. to 22 A.D., became a vital element in burial

rituals. Throughout China's history, jade has been a symbol of immortality and

ceremony. Ornaments, pendants, seals, burial shrouds, and decorations in jade have been

created to exploit this otherworldly power.

Jade and Jade Sources

The word jade comes from the Spanish term "piedra de ijada" which translates to

"stone of the loins." The name was created when Spanish sailors reached America and

found the Mexicans using the stone against kidney infections. The stone also took on the

name "piedra de los rinones" which in Latin is "lapis nephriticus," or "stone of the

kidneys." The specific word "Jade" is a European translation of the Spanish term "piedra

de ijada" (Savage, 3). Chinese call jade Yu, which means "precious stone." Yu is thought
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of as the true jade and comes in only two forms: nephrite and jadeite. Both minerals take

on a liquid luster when handled frequently. Without human touch the stones have a dull,

corroded state, which is not as attractive and does not show the true beauty of the stones.

Unpolished and found in nature, jadeite appears sandy whereas nephrite has a shiny

surface. This unique need for the stone to be handled is taken into consideration by jade

collectors.

Nephrite is a hard stone from the amphibole group made up of silicate of calcium

and magnesium, with or without iron (Nai, 5). It has the same chemical composition as

the mineral tremolite, which is white or pale in color, or actinolite, which appears in

various shades of green, depending on the iron content, The difference between these

minerals and nephrite is the aging processes. Nephrite undergoes metamorphosis;

changes take place in the crystalline struture due to pressure or heat which forms

interlocking fibrous structures (Ayers, 5). Nephrite has a very hard, fibrous crystalline

structure. It is softer then jadeite. Also, nephrite is lighter then jadeite, and when

polished, looks oily rather than glassy (Zara, 14-16). Nephrite is the primary jade used in

Han and other ancient dynastic periods. Nephrite was mainly found in boulders washed

down from the Kara-kash, Black Jade, and the Yurung-kash, White Jade, Rivers flowing

from the K'un-Iun Mountains down into the oasis ofKhotan in the Taklamakan Desert

(Ayers, 6). Although this oasis was nowhere near the center of power of the Han

Dynasty, it was along one of the empires major trade routes. Nephrite was mined by the

same method used by the Romans. The rock was subjected to fires and then squelched

with icy water to split it; then wedges were driven into the cracks to make smaller stones

(Savage, 4). In its purest form nephrite is pale white, also known as "mutton fat" in
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