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A preliminary Discussion of Neolithic
Ring-shaped Jades of the Northern

Classification
Mei-li Yang
National Palace Museum
Abstract

The subject of the present article, the so-called ”"ring-shaped jades, ” are jade
objects which are flat, round, and have a hole drilled through the center; they
include such type forms known as the pi (B%), huan (38), yiian (3%), and zso
(88) . The origin of the use of ring-shaped jades in China began very early, at
approximately the end of the early Neolithic period (ca. 6000 B. C.), and the
appearance of ring-shaped jades (with an opening on one side)in the northern
Ch’a-hai (£ ] culture and southern Ho-mu-tt (JAJ I8 ) culture indicate the source
of such jades. The early development of northern and southern ring-shaped jades
had already revealed several distinguishing characteristics of their appearance. The
background for these distinctions lies in the geography and environment of the
north and south, the different conceptions of existence and universe, and the life

styles of the members in these cultures.

The present article focuses on the development of ring-shaped jades,
particularly those in the north (especially the Liao-hsi (3 V%) area, which includes
Liaoning (% % ), Heilungkiang (Z2 #£ L), and Inner Mongolia), as a means of
further understanding some characteristics of northern neolithic culture. The
1990 excavation of the site at Fu-hsin ch’a-hai (B2 #7251 ) and the 1992 excavation
of the site at Hsing-lung-wa [ [ £ ) unveiled the beginning of the study of
northern ring-shaped jades. Excavated at Ch’a-hai, ring-shaped jades with an
opening on one side were cut in such a way that their side view appears triangular
with an angled body. This kind of ring-shaped jade with a knife -like edge later

became the foundation for the northern ring-shaped jade type.

# The Chinese text of this article appears on pages £ = through ——t.



The Hung-shan (4L L1]) culture (ca. 3500-3000 B. C.)followed the Ch’a-hai
culture, and major advances were made in the development of the ring-shaped jade
type. In the past 20 years or so, the features of the Hung-shan culture have
become much clearer owing to the abundant finds at the excavation of Hung-shan
culture sites. At the same time, the study of Hung-shan culture ring-shaped jades
has also become even more concrete and clear. The ring-shaped jades which come
from the Hung-shan culture reveal two major characteristics:

1) knife edges; the production methods of knife-edged ring-shaped jades
involved angling the inner and outer edges of the ring jade to form sharp
with the center surface also sometimes indented, to form a side view
approximating * e=”

2) Variations of the ring-shaped jade type;in addition to flat Auan with large
holes and thick pi with small holes, variations of ring-shaped jades that have
been excavated include double-pi, triple-pi, creature-masked edges, chiich,
and hooked cloud-shaped objects.

The energy and effort put int6 the production of ring-shaped jades in the Hung-
shan culture testify to the affection and importance attached to them by the

people who used them.

The distinguishing characteristics found in the ring-shaped jades of the
Hung-shan culture can also be found at the same time in the ring-shaped jades of
the Ya-pu-li (8577 J7) and T’ u-erh-po-t’e (AL #1445 ) cultures of Heilungkiang. This
phenomenon is evidence that substantiates the notion that ring-shaped jades of the
Hung-shan culture undoubtedly are typical of the northern classification of ring-

shaped jades.

The factors contributing to the development of northern ring-shaped jades
can be found among the jades of the Ta-wen-k’ou (K[ ] culture of Shantung (1L}
] . Extending form 4300 to 2400 B.C. » the Ta-wen-k’ou culture lasted for a long
time and overlapped with the Hung-shan culture. In terms of geographic site, it
also happened to exist along the boundary area of the northern and southern
cultures. Thus, although the ring-shaped jades of the Ta-wen-k’ou culture exhibit

some northern characteristics, such as a knife-edge on only the outer side forming



a wedge, they nevertheless all express a kind of complex and mixed northern jade
system. As a result, the author of the present article has taken the ring-shaped

jades of this culture as the southernmost extension of the northern system.

The excavation sites for the T’ao-ssu [ 3 ) type Lung-shan (#E 1L1] culture
(ca. 2500 B. C.)are located in the southwestern part of shansi (LI P4), which is
considered by many to be within the realm of the Hsia (& ] culture. The ring-
shaped jades which have emerged from this culture retain the northern knife-edge
characteristic and may be deduced as the fringe of the northern ring-shaped jades
in the Lung-shan period. Furthermore, judging from the stratification of
archaeologicalremains, the relationship between the T’ao-ssu type culture and the

northern Hung-shan culture is worthy of further detailed analysis.

In conclusion, one can deduce that the features of the background of the
spiritual and material life-of northern prehistoric peoples are hidden in the' ring-
shaped jades. Basically, these people led a nomadic existence based primarily on
hunting. The nomadic life style gave the personality of this culture a sense of
mobility and defense. Such characteristics were truly expressed in the production
of ring-shaped jades. The characteristics of the knife-edge and variations help to
explain this kind of defense and mobility and differentiate the northern from the

more restrained and stable ring-shaped jades of the southern agricultural cultures.

Keywords:Ring hyphen shaped Jades IR E4%
China, Northern HEJLJy
Neolithic Period #1A #skEt



