
Columbia University Press
 

 
Chapter Title: THE MANY MEANINGS OF JADE: Jade Suits and Local Identity in the Early
Han

 
Book Title: Kingly Splendor
Book Subtitle: Court Art and Materiality in Han China
Book Author(s): Allison R. Miller
Published by: Columbia University Press. (2021)
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7312/mill19660.9

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

Columbia University Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Kingly Splendor

This content downloaded from 212.219.61.210 on Wed, 15 May 2024 04:03:57 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Liu Wu , the third king of Chu  (r. 174–154 bce), reigned over a 
kingdom that historically had enjoyed one of the closest relationships with 
the imperial throne. His grandfather, Liu Jiao  (r. 201–179 bce), was 
Emperor Gaozu’s  (r. 202–195 bce) younger brother by the same father.1 
Liu Jiao brought great honor to the family; he loved books and studied the 
Book of Odes (Shijing ) with three disciples of Fuqiu Bo , in turn 
a distinguished disciple of Xunzi  (d. 238 bce).2 Liu Jiao even wrote a 
commentary on the Odes.3 Liu Wu’s father, Liu Yingke  (r. 178–172 
bce), also had an illustrious career. He studied the Odes with Shen Gong 

, one of Fuqiu Bo’s students and a founder of the Lu  School of the Odes.4  
He was also honored with the title director of the imperial clan (zongzheng 

) during Empress Dowager Lü’s reign.5

In contrast to his father and grandfather, the Hanshu describes Liu Wu 
as “immoderate and ruthless” (yin bao ). He continued to employ the 
three erudite scholars his grandfather and father had employed—Mu Sheng 

, Shen Gong, and Bai Sheng —but they soon recognized a differ-
ence between Liu Wu and his royal predecessors. Mu Sheng left Liu Wu’s 
service at the first indication of disrespect: the king’s not preparing the sweet 
wine that Liu Wu’s father and grandfather had always prepared for him at 
official meetings.6 Shen Gong and Bai Sheng chose to remain in the king’s 
service. However, when they criticized the king’s decision to join the Seven 
Kingdoms Revolt, they were shackled, dressed in the reddish-brown garb of 

Chapter Four

THE MANY MEANINGS OF JADE

Jade Suits and Local Identity  
in the Early Han

This content downloaded from 212.219.61.210 on Wed, 15 May 2024 04:03:57 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



146

T H E  M A N Y  M E A N I N G S  O F  J A D E

convicts, and forced to engage in manual labor (grinding grain).7 Liu Wu’s 
reign was cut short when the Seven Kingdoms Revolt was defeated in 154 bce, 
forcing him to commit suicide.8

Archaeologists believe that, despite having spearheaded a revolt, Liu 
Wu was buried at Shizishan  in the most extravagant jade suit 
excavated to date (figures 4.1 and 4.2).9 The suit—fashioned from pure 

FIGURE 4.1 Gold-threaded jade suit from the Shizishan tomb, Xuzhou, Jiangsu 
province, Western Han, second century bce. Length 175 cm (68.9 in), width 68 cm 
(26.8 in). Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.
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FIGURE 4.2 Line drawing of the Shizishan jade suit, Western Han, second  
century bce. Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.

white jade from Xinjiang—was comprised of 4,248 finely worked jade 
plaques sewn together with gold thread. Each plaque was pierced four 
times and averaged only 1.2 to 2.5 millimeters in thickness, roughly that 
of a quarter.10 At the time of its discovery, the suit had been ripped apart 
by grave robbers for the approximately 1,576 grams (3.47 lbs) of gold 
thread.11 Today, the suit has been carefully reconstructed by the Xuzhou 

 Museum, where it remains as part of the museum’s permanent 
collection.

The suit found in the Shizishan tomb, however, is not the only full jade 
suit recovered to date; ten complete, or nearly complete, suits dating to 
the Western Han (202 bce-9 ce) have been excavated (table 4.1). Of these, 
eight have been attributed to kings or queens of the Western Han, one 
belonged to a marquis, and one is unprovenanced. In addition, at least 
twenty-seven other Western Han burials have yielded jade plaques that 
are believed to have formed part of a full suit, a partial suit (figure 4.3), or 
a jade mask (figures 4.4 and 4.5).12

The jade suit represented one of the most important burial accoutre-
ments of Han times. Unlike other burial goods, it was used consistently by 
Liu family members from its introduction all the way until the dynasty’s 
fall. The suits then became such a notorious sign of imperial luxury that 
the Cao-Wei  emperor Wen  (Cao Pi , r. 220–226) had them 
banned in 222 ce.13

In this chapter, I will examine the meaning of the jade suit during the 
Han and show that although the use of jade in mortuary culture had a long 
history, the jade suit was not a genre that evolved expectedly from existing 
practices. The particular conditions of the early empire—certain material 
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FIGURE 4.4 Jade face cover excavated from tomb 3 at Zifangshan, Xuzhou, 
Jiangsu province, Western Han, second century bce. Length 35 cm (13.8 in),  
width 28 cm (11 in). Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.

FIGURE 4.3 Gold-threaded partial jade suit from Hongjiadian, Linyi, Shandong 
province, Western Han dynasty. Head: height 27 cm (10.6 in), width 21.8 cm  
(8.6 in). Booties: height 12.3 cm (4.8 in), length 28 cm (11 in). Gloves: length  
14.5 cm (5.7 in), width 12.2 cm (4.8 in). Reproduced by permission of Shanghai 
Far Eastern Press.
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FIGURE 4.5 Stitched jade face cover excavated from tomb 1 at Houloushan,  
Xuzhou, Jiangsu province, Western Han, second century bce. Height 23 cm  
(9.1 in), width 24.5 cm (9.6 in). Thirty plaques in total. Courtesy of the  
Xuzhou Museum.

notions of virtue, a political situation that required clear expressions of  
status in burial, changing access to precious materials, new technologies, 
and the suit’s ability to reflect the local status of kings—all made jade suits 
particularly successful in the early Han. Like the rock-cut style of tomb 
architecture, the jade suit enjoyed prolonged use during the Han because of 
the flexibility of the form itself. The suits were individualized creations that 
not only expressed a king’s affiliation with the imperial house but communi-
cated other meanings as well.
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THE JADE SUIT AS A DISTINCTIVE STAGE  

IN JADE-FURNISHED BURIALS

Jade Suits and Earlier Jade-Furnished Burials

Before examining the meaning of the jade suit during the Han, I want to 
briefly discuss the origin of the genre and the jade suit’s connection with 
earlier uses of jade in burial. Jades have been buried in Chinese tombs since 
the Neolithic. During that period, several cultures placed carved jades 
such as bi  discs, cong  tubes, beads, plaques, and pendants around 
the corpse. In tombs of the highest of elites, hundreds of jades were buried 
such as the 647 carved jade objects interred in tomb 12 of the Fanshan  
cemetery of the Liangzhu  culture.14 Following the Neolithic period, 
jades continued to be buried in tombs. A key development occurred around 
the Western Zhou period (1045–771 bce), when elites began to use jade-
embellished face covers or fabric veils embellished with numerous small 
carved jade pieces arranged in such a way as to abstractly suggest a face  
(figure 4.6).15 Some archaeologists believe the jade-embellished face covers  
may have been an extravagant version of the common fabric funerary veil. 
Such veils are still used in some areas of China today.16 These cloths allowed 
the corpse to be displayed during the funeral and entombment without 
exposing viewers to the face of the deceased, which would have under-
gone death stiffening (rigor mortis).17 At many sites where jade face covers 
have been discovered, jade ornaments, tablets, and bi discs were also found 
strewn about the body.18

Between the Western Zhou and the Han, elites continued to use jade 
in burials and new forms of jade veils were introduced. The mid–Warring 
States (480–221 bce) Qinjiashan  tomb in Jingzhou , Hubei, for 
example, yielded a dark black-brown mask fashioned from a single sheet of 
jade. Scholars believe it was originally attached to a fabric veil, similar to the 
jade-embellished masks discussed above.19

Other Eastern Zhou (770–256 bce) sites yielded small assemblages of 
pierced jade plaques (two hundred or less) with holes indicating that they 
may also have been designed to be sewn together. The 187 rectangular 
plaques discovered in the Spring and Autumn period (770–481 bce) tomb 
at Zhenshan  in Suzhou  city, for example, featured short ends 
pierced with six to eight holes, which indicated to archaeologists that the 
plaques were meant to be stitched together.20 A similar proposal has been 
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advanced for 179 jade plaques pierced with four to twelve holes that were 
recently looted from a Warring States tomb in the Zhao  royal mausoleum 
complex in Hebei.21 Additional assemblages of pierced plaques have been 
found in smaller quantities in other tombs.22

To date, there is no evidence that these plaques formed something similar to 
a jade suit. All of the known assemblages of pierced plaques come from looted 

FIGURE 4.6 Jade face cover of twenty-seven pieces excavated from Zhongzhou 
Road tomb 1316, Luoyang, Henan province, Warring States period (480–221 bce). 
National Museum of China. Reproduced by permission of Cultural Relics Press.
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tombs, which means that the original position of the plaques is unknown. The 
piercings on many of these plaques are quite irregular, and archaeologists still 
do not know how (or if) the plaques originally fit together.23

In light of this evidence, the most direct precedent for the jade suits of the 
Han are the eighty-seven suits of stone armor and forty-three stone helmets 
excavated to date from an auxiliary pit in the First Emperor of Qin’s mauso-
leum (figures 4.7 and 4.8).24 Like the jade suit, the armor was comprised of 

FIGURE 4.7 Limestone armor excavated from pit 9801 of the First Emperor’s 
mausoleum, Lintong, Shaanxi province, Qin dynasty (221–207 bce). Height 74 cm 
(29.1 in), width 31 cm (12.2 in). Shaanxi Provincial Archaeological Institute.  
Reproduced by permission of Cultural Relics Press.
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FIGURE 4.8 Limestone helmet excavated from pit 9801 of the First Emperor’s 
mausoleum, Lintong, Shaanxi province, Qin dynasty (221–207 bce). Height 38 cm 
(15 in), width 21 cm (8.3 in). Shaanxi Provincial Archaeological Institute.  
Reproduced by permission of Cultural Relics Press.

stone plaques that were carefully cut into a variety of shapes and smoothed, 
polished, and punctured. The plaques of the armor were also stitched 
together with metallic wire, and they also featured a circular disc on the top 
of the helmet, which might be compared to the circular discs and round bi 
discs often used for the top of the head in jade suits. The stone plaques were 
cut to a thickness of 0.45–0.7 cm, which is broadly comparable to that of jade 
plaques from Han jade suits.25

Despite their similarities, the Qin armor displays some critical manu-
facturing differences when compared to the Han jade suits. The Qin stone 
armor featured eight to twelve holes on each plaque, as opposed to the four 
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appearing in the majority of plaques from the Han jade suits.26 The Qin 
armor required more holes because the plaques overlapped, whereas in the 
Han jade suits the plaques were generally sewn edge to edge not only to cre-
ate a smoother look but also to conserve the material.27 Sewing plaques edge 
to edge, however, would have required significantly more planning to ensure 
that the pieces fit together without gaps.

Past Developmental Narratives

Some previous scholars, considering China’s long history of utilizing jade 
in burials, have proposed that jade suits developed organically from ear-
lier practices. These scholars place jade suits at the end of a continuum 
of jade-furnished burials, which began in the Neolithic, “progressed” to 
jade-embellished face covers, then to stitched jade masks, partial suits, and 
finally to the full jade suit during the Western Han.28 Such a narrative, how-
ever, implies a continuity of culture for roughly six thousand years—from 
the Xinglongwa  culture (ca. 6200–5400 bce) to the Han dynasty. 
Moreover, it is constructed by cherry-picking from sites excavated all over 
continental East Asia and homogenizing the striking diversity of jade-using 
cultures across what would become China. It also disregards important 
differences in the function and manufacture of such jades. Although from 
one perspective, Neolithic and Zhou jade practices may appear similar 
since both cases present themselves in excavations as jades strewn around 
a corpse. However, jade-embellished face covers were unlike jades placed 
around the body in that they were placed over a fabric veil, which concealed 
the deceased’s face. The jade embellishments on such veils thus not only 
communicated status but, as Kesner’s research has highlighted, formed a 
mask that functioned as a new, constructed face for the deceased, viewed 
by those who attended the funeral.29

Similarly, although jade-embellished face covers were an important prec-
edent for the jade suit because they represented the face in jade, to say that 
the jade suit naturally developed from such a face cover is to ignore the 
magnitude of the manufacturing project involved in creating a jade suit. 
To create a jade suit, a team of artisans would first sketch a blueprint to 
determine the total number of suit pieces and the plaques required for 
each piece.30 Typically, a suit was comprised of roughly twelve sections: a 
front and back head cover, a front and back chest section, two sleeves, two 
gloves, two legs, and a pair of booties. The plaques used for each section 
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FIGURE 4.9 Face cover from the Shizishan jade suit, Xuzhou, Jiangsu province, 
Western Han, second century bce. Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.

were carefully calibrated: rectangular plaques were fabricated for the chest 
portion of the jade suit, but complex compositions such as the hands, head, 
and feet often required special, irregularly shaped plaques cut in triangular, 
trapezoidal, or rhomboid shapes (figures 4.9 and 4.10). After completing the 
design, artisans would choose the raw material for the jade plaques, with 
a careful eye to maintaining consistency of color across the plaques.31 They 
would then cut, polish, and drill the plaques, then lace them together with 
metallic thread.32 After the suit was laced, the edges of each suit section 
were bound with fine vermilion silk (sometimes with an iron bar inside for 
support), enabling the sections of the suit to be sewn together after they 
were placed over the body.33
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The meaning and impact of jade suits thus rested heavily on the highly 
skilled, labor-intensive way they were produced. The complex process 
involved in their creation prevented those who did not have access to large 
amounts of jade and control over the requisite amount of labor from com-
missioning one. The exclusivity of the jade suit was certainly a critical aspect 
of its success during the Han.

THE MEANINGS OF THE JADE SUIT DURING THE HAN

The discussion above has indicated that the jade suit in its first appearance 
represented a striking shift from the jade masks that had been manufactured 
previously. In this next section, I will examine why jade suits became popu-
lar in the Han, highlighting their relation to a multiplicity of factors: politi-
cal, economic, cultural, and magical. In the past, one factor has often been 
emphasized above others—such as the suits’ purported protective quality or 
their ability to reflect status based on the high cost and rarity of jade. This 

FIGURE 4.10 Gloves from the Shizishan jade suit, Xuzhou, Jiangsu province, 
Western Han, second century bce. Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.
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discussion will furnish a fuller account of the circumstances that contributed 
to the popularity of the jade suit by examining material factors, new sump-
tuary requirements, the growth of material notions of virtue, and the suits’ 
ability to communicate the trade connections of the kings and the skill of 
their local workshops.

Trade and Technology

The first factors to be considered in addressing the reasons why jade suits 
became popular among Han elites are related to materiality: specifically, the 
kings’ increased access to high-quality jade and the development of new 
technology to work the material. Textual sources indicate that during the 
Warring States period, local rulers acquired independent trade relations that 
permitted them to acquire jade and other materials from western China. In 
the Shiji, for example, the strategist Su Li  warns King Huiwen  of 
Zhao (r. 298–266 bce) that if Qin  troops crossed the Gouzhu  Moun-
tains and captured the Mount Chang  area, in modern-day Shanxi prov-
ince, it would cut off the king’s access to jades from Mount Kun .34 
Like the king of Zhao, the king of Qin—Ying Zheng , who would later 
become the First Emperor—also placed a high priority on imported jade 
from Mount Kun. At one point, the king of Qin, fearful of “guest minis-
ters” who might covertly work for foreign rulers, ordered that all aliens be 
expelled from the state. Li Si , himself a “guest minister,” argued that this 
would be akin to rejecting Mount Kun jade because it was not local: “Now 
your majesty imports Mount Kun jade . . . and you adore it, how [is this not  
the same]?” (  ).35 Foreign 
ministers, like foreign jade, were valuable resources that could not be substi-
tuted with local stock.

In addition to increased access to material, a second factor that aided the 
development and popularity of jade suits was advancements in jade craft. Gu 
Fang, an expert in jade, has identified three main phases in the development 
of jade craft: the stone-tool, bronze-tool, and iron-tool stages.36 Although 
the earliest iron implements appeared as early as the late Spring and Autumn 
period, jade working through the use of iron tools reached its full develop-
ment during the Han.37 Iron tools were harder, less brittle, and more resistant 
to wear, and they could be sharpened to thinner, sharper points than before. 
They enabled artisans to drill numerous tiny holes, resulting in fine lattice-
work, which was far more difficult to accomplish in earlier periods.38
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The Sumptuary Crises During the Early Han

Access to material and new jade-working technologies provided the means 
by which artisans could more easily create jade suits. However, a variety of 
other reasons—political and cultural—help explain why the jade suit, as a 
particular product of jade craft, became so successful during the Han. Begin-
ning with the political context, one of the key issues faced by the imperial 
house during the early Western Han was the problem of legitimacy. The 
Han founder, Liu Bang , after all, was a mere commoner who ascended 
the  throne after defeating his rival, Xiang Yu , in battle. The wide-
spread belief that positions of authority should be based on merit rather 
than on birth placed the imperial house in a difficult position. How could 
the court prevent other powerful men and wealthy elites from seeking the 
throne for themselves? How could the imperial house convince the popula-
tion that the Liu family deserved the throne in perpetuity?

During the reign of the fourth emperor, Emperor Wen  (r. 180–157 
bce), one of his key advisers—a statesmen named Jia Yi  (200–168 
bce)—warned the emperor that disrespect for the imperial administration 
had reached an alarming level and that the situation required immediate 
action. In the capital city, individuals had begun to “rob officials and take 
their gold” ( ) in broad daylight.39 Thieves also had begun to 
steal official courier carts and use them to swindle people in the provinces.40 
Jia Yi lamented, “Currently, people are all fighting to outdo one another in 
luxury, and the sovereign has no system. . . . People follow profit and that is 
all, showing no consideration for how they act” (

).”41

This obsession with luxury, in Jia Yi’s opinion, was connected to a dan-
gerous presumption that anyone, with enough resources, could become 
emperor. Therefore, Jia Yi contended, it was important for the emperor to 
convince the population of his authority (and the sovereignty of the empire’s 
laws) by making imperial hierarchies more visible. He explained:

People’s emotions are no different; their faces and appearances are similar. The dif-
ference between noble and base is not something naturally rooted in appearance. 
That which we rely on to distinguish the noble and the base and to make clear the 
respected and petty are rank, position, clothing, and titles.

42
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For Jia Yi, convincing people of one’s authority required some constructive 
work: it was a matter of public image, which required a hardening of status 
divisions through material expression. The emperor and his administration 
had to be visually separated from the common people, including the empire’s 
merchants. Only then would the hierarchy set in place by the administration 
become a natural fixture.

To visually separate people of various ranks, Jia recommended sumptu-
ary laws. His proposal was extreme: every conceivable material and symbolic 
expression of rank was to be graded and regulated—flags and banners, tallies 
and seals,43 ritual treatment by the emperor, hats and shoes, garments and 
sashes, jade rings and pendants, carriages and horses, wives and concubines, 
favors and gifts, palaces and chambers, beds and mats, vessels, foodstuffs and 
beverages, sacrifices, funerals, and burials.44 He even maintained that people’s 
access to luxury items could be more easily regulated if the government pre-
vented the common people from using money. He proposed that the mining 
of copper, the minting of money, and even the use of money ought to be 
prohibited for the average person.45 The result of a sumptuary system like 
this would be that “when the people of the empire see a person’s clothing, 
they will know if that person is noble or base. When from afar they view a 
person’s insignia, they will understand that person’s position” (

).46 According to Jia, “The (system) should be 
widely transmitted so that the entire empire knows [whom] to honor” (

).47 Honor would thus be based on position, not wealth.
We do not know if, or to what extent, Jia Yi’s system was adopted during the 

early Han. However, current archaeological evidence does indicate that jade 
suits were likely restricted to Liu family members and served as a marker of 
rank.48 Full jade suits have only been found in the tombs of early Western Han 
kings and marquises of the Liu family. From the histories, we know that jade 
suits were also occasionally conferred on special favorites, such as Huo Guang 

 (d. 68 bce) and Dong Xian  (d. 1 bce).49 Thus, jade suits appear to 
have been one way the imperial house materially distinguished members of 
the imperial family and other favorites from ultrawealthy individuals in the 
empire. The ideas of Jia Yi, therefore, have a contemporaneity with the period 
when expression of status through jade suits gained ascendancy.50

Cultural Meanings of the Jade Suit

That jade suits were introduced in order to separate elites from commoners 
tells us something about their function, but it still does not explain why this 
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exact form was selected. For this, we need to understand more about the 
complex meanings associated with jade in the early empire. Jade’s power in 
the early Han period, I will argue, lay in its association with multiple narra-
tives, enabling it to appeal to a variety of people who thought in opposing 
ways about special materials like jade and the special powers attributed to it.

PRESERVING THE BODY

The most prominent narrative in scholarly literature concerning the invention 
of jade suits is that they were created, in Li Shuicheng’s words, “to preserve 
the body eternally through jade’s supernatural power.”51 Li is echoing many 
others when he argues that this had been the principal function of jades 
used in burial since the Neolithic.52 In this view, fully covering the body in 
a stitched jade suit seemingly turned the deceased into a stone statue that 
would be preserved forever.

Other scholars have disputed the claim that the principal function of jade 
suits was to preserve the body. Miranda Brown, most notably, has argued 
that pre-Buddhist texts from the Han universally indicate that “literate mem-
bers of the elite took for granted the decomposition of the corpse” and did 
not attempt to preserve the body using jade.53 According to Brown’s careful 
assessment, the earliest text to claim that jade had the power to preserve—the 
fourth century ce text Baopuzi —reflects the specific ideas of Dao-
ists who lived in the mid-fourth century ce and after.54 At that time, many 
Daoists, possibly influenced by Buddhism, sought to preserve the body using 
jade, self-cultivation, and other techniques for their possible resurrection.55

Subsequent studies, such as Wu Hung’s The Art of Yellow Springs (2010), 
have held that jade was indeed used in the Western Han period for the 
purpose of preserving the body. Wu contends that the way jades were lay-
ered over the corpse in Mancheng  tomb 1 presents direct evidence of 
the patron’s intention. Underneath the jade suit discovered at that site, jade 
plugs were used to stop up the corpse’s ears, nostrils, anus, and sex organ. 
Flat covers were also placed over the deceased’s eyes and mouth. Mean-
while, eighteen bi discs were either tied together or sewn onto thick fab-
ric to form a shroud that covered the deceased’s upper body.56 Wu argues 
that in the process of jades being applied to the body in this way, “the 
corpse gradually disappeared and was replaced. It became less and less a 
body of flesh vulnerable to physical decay, but more and more like a solid 
statue untouchable by time or the elements.”57 Wu is basically supplying 
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archaeological evidence that connects early practices with what Ge Hong 
wrote about slightly later.

Current debates thus presume a one-or-the-other stance. Some contend, 
based on archaeology, that jade was used to preserve the body, and others 
contend, based on textual sources, that it did not. If we look at the textual 
record, however, we discover that the situation was rather more complex. 
Jade had multiple associations in ancient China—and naturally, not every-
one in Han times agreed on all of the attendant meanings. My point is that 
there were several narratives connected with the material of jade. These nar-
ratives did much to promote the idea of power in the jade suit.

As Brown noted in her study, many elites of the early empire opposed 
the notion that jade protected the corpse. Many texts of the Han period 
in particular convey a direct and strong objection. In the “Annals of 
Shang,” a section of the Shiji, for example, Sima Qian presents a story 
of the archetypical licentious ruler, the tyrant Zhou , who was the last 
ruler of the Shang dynasty (1550–1045 bce). Tyrant Zhou caused the fall 
of the Shang state, because he led an extravagant and debauched lifestyle 
while his people were overworked and starved. According to the Shiji, his 
palaces were stuffed with treasures financed by the people along with rare 
birds and beasts. He held parties—such as the one at Shaqiu —where 
he filled a pool with wine, hung meats so that they resembled a forest, 
and ordered “naked men and women to chase one another and engage in 
drinking long into the night.”58 When righteous King Wu  of the Zhou
dynasty (r. 1045–1043 bce) vanquished the tyrant Zhou of the Shang, the 
text records that the latter—certain of his impending fate—climbed on top 
of his famed Deer Terrace, “covered his clothing with his special jades and 
immolated himself.”59 Allegedly, Zhou attached the jades to his clothing 
to prevent himself from being burned alive—to show his supernatural 
power to his people. But Sima Qian paints this last effort as another of the 
king’s misguided follies: the jades failed to protect him from the fire. When 
King Wu reached the capital, he gathered up Zhou’s corpse for public 
execution—shooting it with arrows, ceremonially striking it, and finally 
beheading him and hanging his head on a white banner to advertise the 
defeat of the Shang by the Zhou house.60

This story highlights many of the key cultural associations connected 
with jade. First, some, like the tyrant Zhou, believed that jade could pro-
tect a body from fire or death. Sima Qian, a Han intellectual, revealed his 
skepticism toward this practice by relaying the horrible death suffered by 
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Zhou despite his attempt to use magic to save himself. Given that Sima’s 
own emperor regularly engaged the services of such masters of techniques 
(known as fangshi ), the story may have been simply a veiled criticism 
of his own time.

Other intellectuals during the Han articulated a similarly doubtful attitude 
toward claims of jade’s preservative power. The Huainanzi  text, for 
example, argues that sending off the dead “wrapped in scales [of jade]” (linshi 

) was an extravagant luxury that brought about poverty and “was of no 
aid to dry bones and rotting flesh” ( ).61 In the Hanshu, 
Yang Wangsun  (fl. 140–90 bce) similarly states:

Bound up by presented silk, separated by the inner and outer coffins, the limbs 
and body bound by cords, the mouth holding jade stones, [the corpse] wishes to 
transform but does not get to; the rot becomes dried shriveled meat, and only after 
a thousand years, when the inner and outer coffin have decayed, does it get to revert 
to the soil.

62

Although Yang concedes that the practice of using thick coffins and jade in 
the mouth might delay the reversion of the body into the soil, he still argues 
that in the end, the body’s only fate is decomposition.

Nonetheless, the presence in the Han of arguments like these—which 
assert that no matter the treatment, the corpse will decay—indicates there 
were people who believed that jade did protect the body. Otherwise, there 
would be no need for texts like these to make statements to the contrary. 
Thus, we can surmise that what might be referred to as a folk belief concern-
ing jade’s protective power most likely existed in popular culture. Those who 
subscribed to the notion, when they saw or heard about rulers clothed in 
jade, would have believed that their rulers possessed a special type of super-
natural power that was drawn from the jade material.

THE MATERIAL OF VIRTUE

The jade-as-preservative narrative, however, was not the only one. Indeed, it 
may not have been the most important for many who selected the suits for 
burial. At this time, another aspect of jade may have been more important: 
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its physical connection as the material manifestation of virtue and—related 
to this—its ability to serve as a symbol of ruling authority.

In early China, since at least the Eastern Zhou period, jade had been 
linked with virtue and often served as a metaphor for the refined indi-
vidual. For example, in the Analects, Confucius refers to himself as a fine 
piece of jade:

Zigong said, “If you possessed a piece of beautiful jade, would you hide it away in 
a locked box, or would you try to sell it at a good price?” The Master responded,  
“Oh, I would sell it! I would sell it! I am just waiting for the right offer.”63

Confucius used jade as a metaphor for himself because in the words of the 
Odes, a cultivated person works on his nature so that it is “as if cut, as if 
polished; as if carved, as if ground” ( ).64 A beautiful 
jade is a stone that has been cut and polished in such a way as to highlight 
its unique natural coloration, patterning, and translucence.

Although jade had been likened to virtue since the time of Confucius, 
a transition in cultural notions of jade occurred during the Warring States 
period. During that time, a seminal text titled Five Phases (wuxing ) 
argued that jade not only served as a metaphor for virtue but also that the 
virtuous person took on qualities of jade when he or she became humane 
(ren ), wise (zhi ), and sagacious (sheng ), all virtues associated with 
high levels of self-cultivation. Consider the following passage about the 
development of wisdom:

Contemplating knowledge, one develops. When one develops, one obtains it. When 
one obtains it, one does not forget it. When one does not forget it, then one is clear-
sighted. When one is clear-sighted, one sees a worthy man. When one sees a worthy 
man, one acquires the appearance of jade. When one acquires the appearance of 
jade, it (knowledge) takes form (in the body). When it takes form (in the body), 
then one is wise.

65

Here, the adept begins his journey of self-cultivation with the contempla-
tion of knowledge. At this phase, knowledge is external to the self. By the 
end, knowledge takes physical form in the body and the person acquires the 
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appearance of jade. In Mark Csikszentmihalyi’s words, the development of 
this virtue “explicitly causes an actual physiological change in a person.”66 
Notably, for our purposes, the physiological change is an unusual one: a per-
son begins to physically resemble jade.

The Wuxing text just quoted contains similar passages regarding humane 
(ren) individuals and sages. A humane person begins by contemplating 
humaneness. When he or she acquires the appearance of jade (yuse ), 
he or she becomes humane.67 Similarly, those who achieve sagehood begin 
by contemplating sagacity and end by acquiring the “tone of jade” (yuyin  

).68 In these three cases, the critical sign that a person has become 
humane, wise, or sagacious is that they look or sound like jade.

In Csikszentmihalyi’s assessment, the Wuxing’s new claim that the 
successful adept looks and appears like jade developed in response to 
criticisms that had been leveled against Confucians—namely, that they 
made “false claims of acting out of virtue.”69 Claiming that virtuous 
men had a changed appearance was a way of furnishing physical evi-
dence of internal transformation. However, the text itself also alludes to 
other, material reasons for this new philosophy of jade. Throughout the 
Wuxing text, the writer seems particularly interested in comparing jade 
to bronze and remarking on the superiority of the former. One passage, 
for example, states,

“Bronze sounding and jade resonating along with it,” this is a person possessing 
virtue. The “sound of bronze” is goodness; The “tone of jade” is sagaciousness. 
Goodness is the Way of humans; Virtue is the [Way] of Heaven. Only one who 
possesses virtue is able to [make] “bronze sound and jade resonate with it.”70

71

In these lines, the Wuxing presents a new take on a passage that also appears 
in the Mencius. The latter text describes instruments made from bronze 
and jade as playing complementary roles in a musical performance: “When 
bronze [bells?] sound, it is the beginning of the orderly sequence; when jade 
[chimestones?] resonate with them, it is the end of the orderly sequence”  
( ).72 Although both texts  
are concerned with the materiality of music, the Mencius text places equal 
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emphasis on bronze and jade, whereas the Wuxing text clearly views jade as 
superior to bronze. The Wuxing imagines the trajectory toward sagehood 
as developmental: one starts by achieving goodness, or the sound of bronze, 
and ends in sagehood with the tone of jade. In other words, for the Wuxing 
text, bronze is good, but jade is better.

At the same time that the Wuxing text was written, other Warring States 
texts also began to lay out sumptuary systems based on jade, seemingly 
replacing former systems that had based expressions of rank on bronze. 
For example, the Liji  states, “A gentleman was never without his 
jades, excepting for some sufficient reason; he regarded the pieces of jade 
as emblematic of virtue” ( ).73 In the 
Liji, the jades worn by the gentleman served as a constant sign of his status 
and his commitment to virtue. For that reason, he makes sure to always 
wear them on his body. Following this statement, the text identifies spe-
cific pendants and cords that ought to be worn to distinguish rank: the 
Son of Heaven should wear white jade suspended on a black cord; a duke 
or marquis, “mountain black” jade on a vermilion cord; a Great Officer,  
an “aqua-blue” jade on a black cord.74 The Liji is not the only text that does 
this; similar prescriptions can be found in the Zhouli  (Rites of Zhou), 
the Yili  (Ceremonies and Rites), the Liji  (Record of Ritual),  
and the Xunzi  text.75

Although the idea of using jade as a marker of rank based on its con-
nection with benevolent virtue was introduced during the Warring States 
period, there is no evidence that the systems proposed by any of these 
texts were ever adopted. As Jessica Rawson has argued, Warring States 
texts “contain an idealized prescription of how jades should be used and 
not a description of how actual jades were used.”76 This, however, would 
change during the Han.

Implementing Earlier Visions of Jade During the Han

In the Han, and in particular under Emperor Wen, a twenty-two-year-
old prodigy—Jia Yi, who entered Emperor Wen’s court in 178 bce—would 
outline a new empirewide role for jade. The emperor soon recognized 
Jia Yi’s talent and quickly raised him to the position of palace counselor 
(taizhong dafu ). In his memorials to the emperor, Jia Yi built 
on the notion derived from Wuxing thought concerning jade’s materiality, 
but instead of arguing that the sage physically resembles and “sounds like” 
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jade, Jia contended that jade itself physically embodies the idea of benevolent 
virtue (de ) and its six principles:

That which is able to give form to human virtue is only jade. A representation of 
benevolent virtue and an embodiment of its six principles can be fully seen in jade. 
Each has its form, and for this reason, jade is able to effect the six principles of virtue.

77

In Jia’s words, jade is said to “xiang” ( )—“to give or bring into shape ”—
benevolent virtue.78 Only jade is able to embody human virtue’s (de) six prin-
ciples: among others features, it is glossy and reflective like the dao; thick, 
moist, and firm like human nature (xing ); and full, bright, and shiny like 
perception (ming ).79 Because jade embodies virtue, people can learn 
about virtue from jade, simply by looking at it. According to Jia:

Although benevolent virtue is completely given to all things and all things have it, it 
is small and difficult to detect. Consider jade—a true depiction of de. Since the six 
principles are in jade and are obvious and easy to see, [people] raise up jade as a way 
to explain them. The way by which all things receive [benevolent virtue] is that they 
are of one body with jade.

80

Because jade is of one body with virtue, Jia argued, to possess and observe 
jade was one way people could cultivate themselves. In other passages, Jia 
placed the viewing of jade on par with learning about virtue (de) from other 
sources, such as studying the classics—the Documents, the Odes, the Changes, 
the Spring and Autumn Annals, the Rites, and the Music.81

Jia’s emphasis on viewing jade, as distinct from the much earlier Wuxing 
(and similar) texts, affected his recommendations for the imperial use of jade. 
In Jia Yi’s system, the emperor’s identity would be communicated through the 
jades he wore on his body, which were ultimately viewed by others:

In antiquity, a sage ruler at rest had laws and standards. When he moved, he was 
refined and resplendent. Positioned between his guards and his ministers, he sounded 
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his jades as he walked. The jades that sounded were pendant jades. On top, he wore 
paired heng, on the bottom paired huang, with chongya and pearls in between, and 
jades of other shapes mixed in.

 
82

Some earlier Warring States texts, such as the Zhouli and the Xunzi, had 
recommended that the emperor and his subordinates hold jade tablets and 
other objects during ritual ceremonies in order to formally signify their 
status hierarchies.83 Jia’s advice was different. Along with the Liji, he empha-
sized the importance of the emperor’s displaying his jades directly on his 
body. That way, when he walked, the jades would sound, and when he was at 
rest, he would appear refined.

To Jia, jade was a rare material that negated its own status as a luxury 
because of its association with refined virtue. When worn by the emperor, 
he believed, it would communicate to the population the ruler’s distinctive 
status, highlighting the notion that his rule was based on virtue rather than 
on pedigree. This can be contrasted with the bronze vessels of prior eras, 
which were objects designed to announce one’s lineage.

At this point, we do not have sufficient evidence to determine whether 
Emperor Wen adopted Jia Yi’s ideas concerning jade. However, his ideas 
were certainly contemporaneous with the special emphasis on jade craft 
in the early Han. Other studies have shown that Jia Yi’s recommendations 
in areas such as the general abatement of punishments and the restruc-
turing of the territories of invested kings had a strong influence on impe-
rial policy during Emperor Wen’s reign.84 Given that Jia Yi had attained a 
powerful role in policies of all kinds, even if his ideas about jade were not 
implemented in full, they could have contributed to the court’s increasing 
use of jade as an ornament and its use of jade suits as markers of rank in 
burial.

THE JADE SUIT AND THE HAN KINGS

We have discussed several factors that likely contributed to the development 
of the jade suit during the Han, including an increase in trade networks, 
refinements in iron tools, emerging political circumstances, and the variety 
of cultural meanings related to the jade suit. A final factor was the suit’s ability 
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not only to connect local elites with the imperial house but also to project the 
power and artisanal strength of workshops located in the kings’ own areas.

Past scholars have read jade suits principally as projections of imperial 
authority, based on the idea that they were all manufactured in the capital 
region and given to the kings as gifts. As evidence, these scholars typically 
cite two examples from recent archaeology. First, on the back of some of 
the plaques that comprised the suit made for the Eastern Han (25–220 ce) 
king of Zhongshan , Liu Yan  (d. 90 ce), Zhongshan was written 
in black script. It has been assumed that the suit was inscribed in this way 
to distinguish it from other suits that were presumably being manufactured 
at the same time in capital workshops.85 Second, two rectangular pieces of 
sewn-together jade plaques were found padding the torso of the jade suit 
from Dingxian  tomb 40 (figure 4.11).86 These two pieces, archaeologists 
believe, may have been severed from the suit when it was shortened to fit the 
body of the deceased. The inference is that suits were manufactured in the 
capital and then shipped to localities upon the death of a king.87

Without question, the histories make clear that some jade suits were pro-
duced in imperial workshops.88 However, I will present evidence that, at least 
in the Western Han period, some jade suits were also produced locally by 
kings, as reflections of their own power and identity. First, I look at gen-
eral textual and archaeological evidence for the presence of jade workshops 

FIGURE 4.11 Gold-threaded jade suit from tomb 40, Bajiaolang village, Dingxian 
county, Hebei province, Western Han, first century bce. National Museum of 
China. Photograph by the author.

This content downloaded from 212.219.61.210 on Wed, 15 May 2024 04:03:57 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



171

T H E  M A N Y  M E A N I N G S  O F  J A D E

in the kingdoms. Then, I examine differences between the suits—including 
differences in material; the size, number, thickness, and shape of the jade 
plaques; the quantity of metallic thread; the drilling method; and the repre-
sentation of the body—that provide further evidence for local manufacture. 
After reviewing the evidence for local manufacture, I will then propose that 
in the genre of jade suits, a trend can be observed that we have also noted in 
other areas of material culture such as tomb figurines: namely, innovations 
in jade suits coming from the kings lead to counter-innovations on the part 
of the imperial court.

General Evidence for Local Manufacture

In recent years, archaeologists have paid increasing attention to evidence for 
the existence of local workshops. First, they have made careful note in archae-
ological sites of scrap jade and works that seem to be half-finished. Several 
examples have been found in Xuzhou. At Baiyunshan  Cement Plant 
tomb 1 (dated to the Western Han), for example, archaeologists have uncov-
ered a half-worked bi disc that was in the process of being cut into two jade 
huang , as well as a round piece of jade that appears to have been cut out of 
the center of a bi disc.89 Moving ahead in time, the Eastern Han (25–220 ce) 
Qiaojiahu  tomb in Xuzhou also yielded scraps of jade that appear to 
have been discarded in the process of carving jade bi discs.90

Among Chu-area jades, scholars have also observed a strong local style, 
another factor that points to local production. For example, from the Shizis-
han site, archaeologists have excavated a jade huang piece with more than 
twenty dragons in relief, as well as a jade axe with intricately carved dragons. 
These are unlike any other excavated jade pieces dating to the Western Han.91 
Two jade pendants in the shape of archer’s rings from the Beidongshan  

 site, one with a dragon and phoenix and the other with six hornless 
dragons, are likewise without parallel.92

At the very least, by the time of the Eastern Han, the kingdom of Chu had 
its own workshops. The Hou Hanshu states that at that time the Chu king, 
Liu Ying  (r. 41–71 ce), instructed his workshops to create a jade crane 
and a golden turtle and to label them as auspicious omens, based on the 
advice of a “master of techniques.”93

In Guangzhou, much farther south, archaeologists have also uncovered 
evidence of local workshops. They have discovered incompletely carved bi 
discs as well as pieces of pseudo-jade in the western side chamber of the 
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king of Nanyue ’s tomb. They were composed of the same material 
used for some plaques found in the bodice and pants of the king’s jade suit 
(figure. 4.12). In the Nanyue suit, only the head cover, gloves, and shoes 
were manufactured from plaques that were sewn together. The bodice and 
pants of the suit, in contrast, were composed of plaques that were not punc-
tured, but tied with ribbons and attached to a fabric backing. The pieces of 
pseudo-jade found in the tomb matched this latter type of plaque.94

Finally, a later, Song-era  (960–1279 ce) source indicates that the Han-
era kingdom of Guangling  also had its own workshop. We are told 
that the Guangling king offered money to the most famous jade artisan of 
the day, Yan Gui  of Wu  commandery (modern-day Suzhou), to 
come to his kingdom to carve jade.95 Many fine jades have been excavated 
from royal tombs in the kingdom of Guangling, testifying to the veracity of 
this account.96

Differences in the Manufacture of the Suits

In addition to broad textual and archaeological evidence, the jade suits 
themselves present evidence of local manufacture. I will address each category 
of evidence individually.

FIGURE 4.12 Silk-threaded jade suit from the tomb of the king of Nanyue,  
Guangzhou, Guangdong province, Western Han, second century bce. Length  
1.73 m (5.7 ft). Reproduced by permission of Cultural Relics Press.
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MATERIAL

One of the most critical differences among the suits is the quality of jade 
used in their manufacture. To date, scientific studies have been conducted 
on samples from four Western Han jade suits: Shizishan, Nanyue, Shen-
jushan , and Mancheng. These studies, which I discuss below, have 
found considerable differences in jade quality and color among these suits. 
Such differences would be expected if the suits were produced by different 
workshops.

In 2010, Gu et al. tested plaques from the Shizishan jade suit and jade 
coffin against jade samples from nine other sources in China and Taiwan. 
They determined that the Shizishan jades were most similar to nephrite 
jade mined in Khotan (Hetian ), Xinjiang, and were unlike seven other 
jade sources, including one local source only four hundred kilometers from 
the Shizishan tomb.97 The researchers compared the jades based on several 
factors including chemical composition, infrared spectra, Raman spectra, 
and rare-earth elements.

In 2012, Luo Han et al. compared twenty-five plaques from the Nanyue 
suit with forty-three plaques from the Shizishan suit and coffin.98 Their 
results again supported the conclusion that the Shizishan jades likely derived 
from Khotan.99 The study also concluded that the Nanyue suit was com-
posed of five types of jade. The first type was Khotan jade; however, the 
color—white-green to dark green—was of a lower quality than the white to 
milky-white jade plaques from Shizishan. The second and third types may 
also have been from Khotan, but they were course jades of a very low qual-
ity. The fourth type exhibited qualities similar to Xiuyan  jades from 
Liaoning. Fifth, they also found that the suit contained pseudo-jades (jiayu 

) or stones from Guangdong’s Guangning  county (often referred 
to as Guanglü  jades).100 The pseudo-jades found in the king of Nanyue’s 
suit were positioned in the chest portion, where the plaques were not pierced 
but tied together with ribbons. This section was hastily composed, possibly 
because of the king’s death. Pseudo-jades may have been used because the 
king died prematurely and/or because the king’s workshops simply ran out 
of the better-quality jades.

A third study, conducted in 1994, determined that pseudo-jades were not 
only used to create a suit for a foreign king in the empire’s hinterland, but also 
for kings in the heartland of the Han empire. This study examined six plaques 
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from the Shenjushan  jade suit found in a royal tomb in Gaoyou  
, Jiangsu province. Half of the plaques were nephrite (jade); the other 

half were acidic lava pseudo-jades.101

Finally, in 1980, Zhang Peishan, a fellow of the Institute of Geology of 
the Chinese Academy of Geological Sciences, studied one plaque from Liu 
Sheng ’s (r. 154–113) jade suit from the Mancheng site, as well as three 
other jade objects from that tomb and the tomb of Liu Sheng’s wife, Dou 
Wan , and conducted rock-mineral identification, chemical analysis, 
and X-ray diffraction. He determined that the plaque from Liu Sheng’s suit 
was consistent in its mineralogical composition and physical properties 
with Khotan jade from Xinjiang.102 However, Gu Fang, a leading recognized 
expert in ancient jade, has maintained that the Mancheng suits, based on 
external observation, resemble Xiuyan jade sourced from modern-day Lia-
oning province.103

These studies indicate that considerable differences in jade quality and 
color can be observed across the jade suits of the early Western Han. The 
Shizishan suit, with its milky-white color, was comprised of jade that far 
eclipses the other suits in quality. Even though the Shizishan and Nanyue 
suits are both believed to have been fabricated with Khotan jade from Xinji-
ang, the quality of the jade differed dramatically between the two suits.

Second, the pseudo-jades identified in the Nanyue and Shenjushan suits 
present strong evidence for local manufacture. Scientists have not identified 
the source of the stone used for the pseudo-jades in the Shenjushan suit. In 
the case of Nanyue, the king’s suit should not contain local pseudo-jades if it 
was manufactured at the imperial capital. Indeed, local manufacture makes 
sense in the case of the Nanyue suit because Zhao Mo , the king for 
whom the suit was made, was not a Liu family member, but rather a for-
eign king who had usurped the title of emperor, as had his grandfather who 
reigned before him, Zhao Tuo  (r. 203–137 bce).104 As additional suits 
are tested and as the database of jade samples is expanded, it will be increas-
ingly possible to understand more about the mining and flow of jade across 
the Western Han empire.105

SIZE, NUMBER, THICKNESS, AND SHAPE OF THE PLAQUES

As can be observed in table 4.1, one of the most distinctive differences 
between the suits is the exceptional variety in the number, size, thickness, 
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and shape of the plaques that comprised each suit. The suit with the 
highest quality of jade was also the suit with the highest number of 
plaques—the Shizishan suit, with 4,248 plaques of white, Hetian jade.106 
This is more than 3.5 times the number of plaques used in the suit from 
Dingxian  tomb 40 (hereafter, the Dingxian suit), which contained 
a mere 1,203 plaques.107 Differences in the height of the tomb occupant 
cannot explain the discrepancy: the length of the King of Chu’s suit (the 
Shizishan suit) at 175 centimeters suggests that he was shorter than the 
king of Zhongshan (the Dingxian suit), whose suit was 182 centimeters 
long.108

The plaques from the king of Chu’s suit were not only smaller but also 
thinner than those of other suits. The thinnest plaques comprising the suit 
of the king of Jiangdu  from Dayunshan , at 0.15 cm (figure 4.13), 
were closest to those of the king of Chu’s suit, which measured 0.12–0.25 cm 
in thickness.109 The jade pieces from the chest section of Dou Wan’s suit 
from Mancheng (figure 4.14) were four times thicker, measuring 0.5 cm in 
thickness.110

Most of the suits contained a similar range of shapes. However, at two 
sites—the king of Chu’s tomb at Beidongshan and a brick tomb of a high-
ranking aristocrat at Zhangjiapu  in Xi’an—several “fish-scale” 
plaques have been excavated (figure 4.15).111 In the Qin First Emperor’s 
tomb, armor fashioned from fish-scale plaques was used to distinguish 

FIGURE 4.13 Gold-threaded jade suit from Dayunshan tomb 2, Xuyi, Jiangsu 
province, Western Han, second century bce. Height 28 cm (11 in), length 175 cm 
(5.7 ft), width 76 cm (29.9 in). Courtesy of the Nanjing Museum.
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FIGURE 4.14 Gold-threaded jade suit from Mancheng tomb 2, the tomb of Dou 
Wan, Mancheng, Hebei province, Western Han dynasty. Length 1.72 m (5.6 ft). 
Hebei Museum. Reproduced by permission of Cultural Relics Press.

generals of high rank.112 Because fish-scale plaques required overlap, if they 
were used to create a jade suit, they would have necessitated more material 
than typical rectangular plaques. However, since only a few plaques have 
been found at both sites, it remains unclear whether such plaques originally 
belonged to a full jade suit. At Beidongshan in particular, fish-scale plaques 
were found together with rectangular, trapezoidal, and other plaques of 
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irregular shape, raising the question of how such plaques might originally 
have fit together.113

THREADING AND DRILLING METHODS

We also observe critical differences in the amount of gold thread used to 
sew the suits. One would expect that making suits with a higher quantity 

FIGURE 4.15 “Fish-scale” jade plaques pierced with seven holes excavated  
from the Beidongshan tomb, Xuzhou, Jiangsu province, Western Han,  
second century bce. Courtesy of the Xuzhou Museum.
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of jade pieces would also entail expending more gold thread to stitch 
the pieces together. However, this was not always the case. For example, 
2,580 grams of gold was used for the thread on the Dingxian suit.114 This 
is roughly 3.4 times more gold than was used for the Dayunshan suit, even 
though the Dayunshan suit, after restoration, contained considerably more 
plaques.115

Not only did the amount of thread differ, but there were considerable 
differences in the way the holes in the jade plaques were drilled. Luo Han’s 
comparative research on the Nanyue and Shizishan suits has revealed that 
the Shizishan plaques were drilled using a single-face method: each hole 
was drilled from the back side of the plaque, ensuring that the hole would 
appear small and clean-cut on the front. The thread holes on the plaques 
from the Nan Yue suit, by comparison, were drilled from both sides because 
the plaques were thicker.116 They also used different drill bits: the Shizishan 
drill bits were tapered, whereas those used for Nanyue and Mancheng were 
tubular.117 If all the suits were made by the imperial house, we would gener-
ally expect that they would all be drilled the same way (and with similar 
bits). Because not all of the suits are contemporaneous, however, some dif-
ferences may represent temporal developments or production in different 
imperial factories.

REPRESENTATION OF THE BODY

The final piece of evidence that at least some suits were locally manufac-
tured is the variation observed in the way each suit represented the body. 
Although noses have been found on all full suits discovered to date, several 
full suits—namely, the examples from Huoshan , Nanyue, Shenjushan, 
Dayunshan, and Xishan  tomb 1—did not explicitly represent the 
eyes.118 Those that did represent the eyes did so in different ways. Two suits—
the Tianjin  suit (figure 4.16) and the Mancheng suit of Dou Wan, Liu 
Sheng’s wife—featured rectangular plaques broken in half to create eye slits. 
The Shizishan suit featured round jade plaques for eyes and a distinctive 
oval-shaped mouth formed from three plaques. In Liu Sheng’s suit, artisans 
implied eyes by carving out a small half-round hole on the upper edge of 
two plaques on the face.

At times, suits produced in the same region show different features. 
For example, whereas the Shizishan suit featured round eyes and an oval 
mouth, the Huoshan suit, which was also produced in Chu during roughly 
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the same time period, featured no eyes or mouth. Since Huoshan was a 
silver-threaded suit that belonged to an aristocrat of the marquis rank, less 
articulation in the face may have been correlated with the relatively lower 
rank of the tomb occupant.

The jade suits also varied as to whether components such as ears, genitals, 
and nipples were included. The Shizishan suit had round plaque nipples, but 
no other bodily features. The Zhongshan suits—Liu Sheng’s from Mancheng 
and the Dingxian suit—were the only suits with expressed genitals. Dou 
Wan’s suit from Mancheng did not include genitals, but it did include ears, 
which were not found on her husband’s suit. The only other suit with ears is 
the Tianjin Museum suit, which was recovered by the museum from abroad 
and lacks provenance.119

Some differences in the suits might be attributed to different artistic solu-
tions to the problem of how to connect the various suit elements. The Dingx-
ian suit, for example, features two large triangles on each shoulder. This 
represents the artisans’ inelegant attempt to smooth out the connection 

FIGURE 4.16 Jade face cover from the jade suit held in the Tianjin museum,  
Han dynasty. Courtesy of the Tianjin museum.
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between the bodice and the arms.120 The artisans similarly experimented 
with a different approach to the suit’s head cover, making it rounded, resem-
bling a ball.

Understanding Differences in Manufacture and Form

How do we understand the different manufacturing techniques that we 
observe in the suits? How do we explain the fact that some suits appear 
in partial form, whereas others appear in full? Wu Hung has previously 
proposed that jade suits were manufactured differently to suit patrons who 
desired to represent the transformation of the corpse into a “jade body” in 
different ways. In Wu’s view, partial suits—where the deceased wore only a 
jade mask, jade gloves, and jade booties—were utilized when patrons desired 
to represent a jade body as being covered with fabric clothing. In these cases, 
their head, hands, and feet were covered with jade to enact—a “metonymic 
representation of a jade figure, in which the parts stand for the whole.”121

A second type of jade suit utilized by some patrons, he proposes, utilized 
jade to represent both clothing and the body. In these cases, the techniques 
used to link the plaques together differed between the pieces representing the 
body and those representing clothing. In the Nanyue suit, for example, only 
the head cover, the gloves, and the shoes were manufactured from plaques 
that were sewn together. The bodice and the pants of the suit, in contrast, 
were created with plaques that were tied together with thick ribbons and 
attached to a fabric backing.122 Wu interprets the different manufacturing 
technique applied to the clothing sections of the suit—the bodice and the 
pants—as evidence that the artisans wanted to distinguish the jade “cloth-
ing” from the jade feet, hands, and face.

Finally, a third type of suit, he argues, represented a jade body without 
clothing. All plaques were sewn together, and the suit featured elements 
like nipples and genitals that indicated that the entire suit represented a 
naked body. Liu Sheng’s suit from Mancheng tomb 1 is an example of this 
type of suit.123

Wu Hung is of course right that Han elites utilized different types of 
jade coverings. Nonetheless, the idea that some suits represented clothing 
while others did not, based on the method used to link the plaques together, 
remains difficult to understand. Instead, I suggest that the observed differ-
ences were due to contingencies faced by artisans after the death of a royal 
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family member, regional systems of rank, differing degrees of wealth, and 
varying modes of local expression.

As to different methods of linking the plaques together, Wu has proposed 
that jade plaques were tied together and glued to a fabric backing (rather 
than punctured and sewn) for the purpose of distinguishing “jade cloth-
ing” from the “jade body.” While this proposition is plausible in the case of 
the Nanyue suit, Dou Wan’s suit from Mancheng problematizes this theory, 
because the ribboned plaques in this suit were found only in the bodice 
area.124 If Wu’s theory is correct, this would mean that Dou Wan was buried 
with a “naked” lower half.

A more probable explanation for plaques being ribboned together and 
attached to a fabric backing is that artisans resorted to this method when 
they ran out of time after the sudden death of their patron. Since the hands, 
feet, and head were the most elaborate compositions, requiring the cutting of 
specially shaped plaques, these portions of the suits may have been created 
first. When time ran out, it would have been easiest for artisans to ribbon 
together and glue roughly cut rectangular plaques to form the chest and back 
sections. This suggestion is supported by the fact that the ribboned plaques 
are universally irregular in size, thicker, and more coarsely finished than the 
sewn-together jade plaques.125

As for the partial suits, although it is plausible that they were meant to 
imply a jade body under clothing, it is unlikely that someone would choose 
a partial suit over a full suit if they had the choice. To the contrary, evidence 
from Xuzhou indicates that in the Chu region, the form of the suit reflected 
the rank of the individual. According to research by Tian Zhimei, individuals 
buried with only a face cover—whether a Zhou-style jade-embellished face 
cover (such as those found at Zifangshan , Yaojiansuo , and 
Kuishan  tomb 9) or a stitched mask (such as those found at Tianqi  

 tomb 1, Sushantou  tomb 2, and Houloushan  tomb 1)— 
all generally had ranks below that of marquis.126 Full suits and partial suits 
were reserved for kings and marquises of the Liu family. Gold-threaded suits 
were reserved for kings and queens, while silver-threaded suits were used by 
marquises.127 However, such a rank-based scheme can only be proposed for 
the kingdom of Chu, a wealthy kingdom with an advanced jade workshop. 
In other Western Han kingdoms, even a king could be buried with just a jade 
mask. For example, in the Jibei  kingdom, a king buried at the Shuan-
grushan  site was interred with only a jade mask.128
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Given this array of evidence, I deduce that jade suits, like rock-cut tombs, 
were individual expressions uniquely designed for the mortuary needs of 
elites in the Han. Although they signaled status, and likely membership in 
the Liu house, they also allowed for the showcasing of local craft. As with 
other genres of craft, innovations by royal workshops may have sparked 
counterinnovation by imperial workshops. For example, several partial suits 
and jade suit fragments have been discovered that were carved or painted.  
A partial suit consisting of a jade head cover and jade shoes from Tuolongshan 

 tomb 1, for example, was discovered with cloud designs executed in 
red.129 Roughly three hundred of the six hundred plaques excavated from 
Hanshan  tomb 1, which were also believed to have comprised a par-
tial suit, were also painted in polychrome.130 Carved plaques with cloud and 
floral motifs inlaid in gold have also been discovered at the Xingtai  
tomb in Hebei.131 Similar motifs have been found on glass plaques excavated 
from the Ganquanshan  tomb in Yangzhou  and in museums 
and private collections.132 According to the later source Diverse Notes on the 
Western Capital (Xijing zaji ), Emperor Wu (reigned 141–87 bce) 
was buried in a “flood dragon jade suit” (jiaolong yuxia ) engraved 
with patterns of dragons, phoenix, turtle, and deer.133 If this account is accu-
rate, the emperor may have commissioned a suit with this new design to 
distinguish his burial from earlier burials of kings and marquises around the 
empire. Later on, other elites followed suit and experimented with even more 
ornamental designs.

CONCLUSION

Past studies of jade suits have characterized them as a development in a 
continuous tradition of utilizing jade in burials, from the Neolithic to the 
Han, for the purpose of achieving immortality. This chapter, utilizing a 
materials-based approach, has taken an alternate position, demonstrating 
that jade suits were not a natural development in the Chinese burial tradition,  
but rather a form that became popular in a specific historical context due 
to the circumstances of the early empire. Jade suits mattered to elites in 
the Han for a variety of reasons. Certainly, as others have pointed out, jade 
suits’ purported ability to protect the body against decay seemed to grant 
those encased in such suits a superhuman type of power, though many  
in the Han were skeptical of this claim. Jade suits also capitalized on the fact 
that the moral meanings associated with jade effectively diverted attention 
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away from the material’s identity as a luxury material. Jade also embodied 
the ideals of the age—the virtuous ruler whose legitimacy was based on his 
talents rather than on his pedigree. Finally, the rarity and the technical dif-
ficulty involved in producing jade suits made them attractive to the imperial 
house, which at that time was struggling to create a sumptuary system that 
might make the empire’s hierarchies seem more natural and that would not 
be easily abridged by the empire’s wealthy elites. The jade suit worked well in 
this context because only the highest of elites had control over the labor and 
materials required to fabricate a suit.

In addition to exploring the meanings of the jade suit, this chapter has 
also highlighted the ways jade suits, in their design and craftsmanship, 
underscored the strength of local workshops. The suit produced by the king 
of Chu for his tomb at Shizishan, for example, is the finest-quality jade suit 
known to date, featuring fine white jade cut into very thin, finely polished 
plaques. It is likely that not all of the suits found in the kingdoms were made 
by the kings; some may have been imperial bequests fashioned in the capi-
tal. But, as we have seen in other genres, those suits that were made in the 
kingdoms seemed to inspire counterinnovation on the part of the imperial 
court. Such competition among kings and between the kings and the impe-
rial house led to the manufacture of a range of suits with individualized 
forms and varying qualities of jade, again confirming that the presence of 
the kings enhanced rather than hindered artistic creativity across the Han 
empire as a whole.
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