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The Twelfth to Fourteenth Centuries:
A Turning Point in the Art of Jade Carving

Chi Jo-hsin
Antiquities Department

National Palace Museum

Abstract

Limited and incomplete textual and archeological data leaves us with a poor
understanding of Chin and Yiian dynasty jade carving. Research on this period matches
neither the depth of ancient Chinese jade studies, nor the breadth of work on pieces from
the Ming and Ch'ing. The present essay examines the 'Spring Water' and "Autumn
Mountain' jade motifs associated with the unique seasonal hunting cultures of the Liao,
Chin, and Yiian dynasties. Changes in these motifs during the period spanning the
twelfth to fourteenth centuries (Chin to early Ming) represent a critical juncture in the
art of jade carving.

The essay begins by examining the earliest evidence of 'Spring Water' and 'Autumn
Mountain' jade ornaments. It then catalogues archeologically excavated examples of
these motifs from the tenth through fourteenth centuries, and compares them with other
openwork jade ornaments excavated at similarly dated sites. Finally, it utilizes this
framework to date a selected group of over ten 'Spring Water' and 'Autumn Mountain'
ornaments in the collection of the National Palace Museum. The carving styles
represented by this group of jades span the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, with one
example possibly dating to as early as the late Liao period of the early twelfth century.

The development of these transmitted or unearthed openwork ornaments begins
with single layer carving and then evolves into multi-layer carving, which, by the
fourteenth century, is also combined with three dimensional sculpted elements. This
style of multi-layer carving is unknown in pre-Sung jades of the Yellow and Yangtze
River regions, and appears to be related to the jade art of Central and Western Asia.
Surviving examples indicate that, during the Chin dynasty, multi-layered jade carving
techniques from the Western regions were directly or indirectly transmitted to China,
where they became popular with, and were further developed by, the Jurchen elite. 1
suggest that the combination of multi-layered carving and three-dimensional sculpture

seen in jades of the late Yiian was originally developed in Western Asia and
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subsequently copied by the jade craftsmen of China. These later pieces also exhibit new
decorative elements and a polished appearance that together herald the later styles of
Ming and Ch'ing jade carving.
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% The article in Chinese appears from page 103 to 142.
% Translated from the Chinese abstract on page 103 by Jeffrey Moser.



