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A Study on the Concept and Entity of Jade Long in the Shang Dynasty

Du Jinpeng

Jade ornaments in the form of coiled dragons of the Shang Dynasty were primarily unearthed
from noble burials in the royal cemetery and palace areas at Yinxu (Ruins of Yin). This study examines
the graphic form and semantic development of the character long (¥£) in oracle —bone and bronze
inscriptions, identifying it as a pictographic representation of the coiled—dragon jade ornaments of the
Shang Dynasty; thus, it affirms the appropriateness of antiquarians’ naming of this type of jade object as
long. Their use was largely restricted to the rulers and high-ranking nobles of Shang, and functionally
served mainly as ritual offerings, ornamental fittings for personal bronze implements, and objects for
tactile appreciation. The origins of this type can be traced back to the Hongshan Culture of the
Neolithic period, and it subsequently spread to regions such as the Jianghuai, Jianghan, and the Lake
Tai areas, where it already possessed ritual significance. Building upon these prehistoric prototypes, the
jade long of the Shang Dynasty underwent transformations in form and function: their shapes became
more varied and aesthetically developed, while their uses expanded. The tradition continued to develop
throughout the Western Zhou period, during which the artistic refinement of jade long advanced even
further. By the Eastern Zhou, Qin, and Han periods, jade dragons (J£) in diverse forms had grown into

a major category within the corpus of jade ornaments.
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