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Ancient Chinese Funerary “Jade Weaponry”
Yang Mei-li
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The term * jade weaponry ” (yii-ping) , which appears in a conversation
between Feng Hu-tzu and the King of Ch'u in the Yiieh-chiieh shu, refers to stone
objects buried with a corpse in a tomb, primarily jade blades such as fu-axes,
knives, and ko-daggers. In terms of material and design, “jade weaponry” are re-
latively sophisticated in comparison to utilitarian tools and weapons of the same
period. Drawing from their initial association with supernatural powers, jade weap-
ons eventually developed a ceremonial function as channels to the world of the spir-
its.

This study explains the stylistic development and cultural significance 0,
jade weaponry ” in terms of four categories:.a beginning period;a developmental
period of standardization; a flourishing period;of: ritulization; and a, period of de-
cline. At the beginning of the late Neolithic period, jade weaponry emerged as a dis-
tinct category of jade objects, separate from tools and weapons. The pre-existing
spiritual significance of jade weaponry contributed to their ultimate role as ceremo-
nial objects. In the flourishing period the transformation of jade weaponry is com-
plete, evidenced by the rise of a grand set of ceremonial rituals denoting power and
status.

By the time bronze weapons first started to appear, jade weaponry had adopt-
ed the pure characteristics of the ko-dagger. The manufacture of bronze weaponry
gradually eclipsed that of jade weaponry, bringing an end to a tradition of four-
thousand years.
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* The author’s summary was translated by Debra E. Levin.
* The Chinese text of this article appears on page/L=through—PH4—.



