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This lesson is designed for a study of China and its culture.

Background Information:

It is very hard to comprehend but jade carving has a 7,000 year history in China.  The Chinese view jade as the most valuable of all precious stones.

In ancient times jade was not only considered beautiful but also mystical.

Chinese rulers believed jade was a symbol of wealth and power and used it for personal ornaments, sacrificial and ritual implements, and as funerary objects to rid a person of evil spirits.

China has an abundance of jade deposits.  Jade is classified as either nephrite or jadeite. Nephrite ranges in hardness of 2.5-6.5 and varies in color such as white, blue, green, yellow, and black.  White jade is considered to be the best.  Jadeite, the most valuable, has a hardness of 7 degrees and mainly comes from the Burma or Myanmar area.  It was used mostly during the Qing dynasty.

Uses and Cultural Symbols of Chinese Jades

Wealth and Power
Archaeological excavations have shown that most objects of jade were owned by the upper class in ancient China.  Huge quantities of expertly worked jade have been found buried in tombs of leaders and royal families.  The type, size, color, design, and quality of jade showed status.

Religious Purposes

The ancient Chinese believed that jade could be a sort of link between humans and gods and that they could get rid of evil spirits.  Some jade pieces were used in sacrifices and others for protection were put in the mouth, nose, and hands of people before they were buried.

Morality

Confucius claimed that jade had the qualities of benevolence, wisdom, justice, courtesy, loyalty, happiness, trustworthiness, heaven, earth, virtue, and truth.  People of all classes liked to wear jade to show others their good behavior.

Jade was carved into all types of jewelry like bracelets, necklaces, earrings, rings, hair pins, decorative objects, axes, knives, cups, bowls, plates, tea pots, paper weights, brush holders, and sceptors.

Activities:

Try to show examples of jade.  If students have jade objects at home they could share them.

Invite a gemologist or a geologist to talk to the class about jade.

If actual objects carved from jade are not available there are many books and websites with excellent pictures of jade objects.

