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NEPHRITE CULTURES IN PREHISTORIC NORTHEAST ASIA *

The capacity for symbolic organized behavior, such as the use of languages and ornaments, is a defining characteristic of
modern human beings. As gold is for the West, jades have been one of the finest symbolic vessels in the East since prehistory.
Jades are a collective term applied to compact aggregates of either of two minerals, nephrite and jadeite. In recent years,
a large amount of nephrite accessories have been excavated from Neolithic-Bronze Age archaeological sites in Northeast
China, Cis-Baikal and Russian Far East. Rings and disks are the majority of such nephrite accessories, and the similarities
and differences in their geological sources, production history and context of use pose important question for how the
symbolic application of jade dispersed and evolved in the most part of Asia. The international scientific project described
bellow is specially aimed to solve this problem together with some related ones. This timely first-handed investigation is
the most comprehensive study thus far of long-distance exchanges and movements of nephrite raw materials, products and
production technologies. It will make a significant contribution to the early history of jade symbolism and human interaction
in Northeast Asia.
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The use of nephrite in human history can be traced as far back as the Upper Paleolithic in Northeast
Asia. More commonly known as jades, nephrite later would become a highly revered and enduring
symbolic cultural feature in East Asia, and especially China [[]pn LlyH, 2012].

In Neolithic Northeast China, Xinglongwa culture (8 200-7 200 BP) and Hongshan Culture
(ab. 6 000-5 000 BP) developed an especially advanced jade culture that used yellow-green nephrite
for its most precious symbolic objects [Su Xy, JIto [ocsn, 1998; T'o [Jamyns, 1998; Cyss loynao,
1998; Ankun, 2007. C. 67-71]. This kind of accessories proposed to be likely made from Xiyuan type
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nephrite, which is named after the only known prehistoric nephrite deposit in the region. Extensive
geological surveys have been conducted in northern China to discover the source for Xinglongwa and
Hongshan jades. As for Russian Siberia, academician A. P. Okladnikov proposed that the exposed
northern cliff of Munko-Sardyk in the Eastern Sayan Mountains was the prehistoric source of nephrite
in the whole Cis-Baikal region. In the recent several years, with the help of geochemical and other
instrumental methods some new sources, sometimes separated with hundreds of kilometers, were
added to the first one [Tsydenova et al., 2014; Burtseva et al., 2015]. Nephrite symbolic objects from
as early as 20 000 years ago, and more commonly in burials of the Neolithic to early Bronze Age are
found along the shores of Lake Baikal and the Angara river system [['optonosa, 2002; I'optoHoBa,
Bebep, HoBukos, 2012]. Similar nephrite objects have been found in neighboring territories as well,
such as Amur River basin of the Russian Far East. Those from the early Bronze Age in particular are
often white in color and relatively translucent (see review on the last finds: [Komissarov, 2014]). Kato
Shimpei in 1998 was one of the first archaeologists who suggested such white jade implements can
also be found in Heilongjiang province of China. The distance for this travelling may seem surprising,
but long-distance exchange in prehistoric Northeast Asia is not unheard of. There is evidence for
very active human contacts and/or migration in the early-middle Upper Paleolithic (approximately
25 500 BP), with obsidian transportation covering distance in the order of hundreds and up to a
thousand kilometers. The Amur (Heilongjiang) River flows along the border between the Russian Far
East and Heilongjiang province. Possible interactions between prehistoric communities on either side
of the river should not to be easily dismissed. White translucent nephrite accessories have been found
not only in Heilongjiang, but also in Jilin, Inner Mongolia, and Liaoning during the late Neolithic
to the early Bronze Age. They have been found in the aforementioned Hongshan culture sites, too,
though not constituting the majority. It should be noted that such translucent nephrite cannot be found
in Xiyuan, suggesting that these raw materials are possibly not of local origin.

The question is how nephrite was transported over long distances in prehistoric Northeast Asia.
Previously, Chinese researchers have found that most geochemical methodologies (e. g. electron
microprobe, X-ray diffraction, infrared spectroscopy, Raman spectroscopy) cannot conclusively
differentiate nephrite sources within China. The same results were obtained by Russian specialists.
But in the last years, however, researches in China and Russia have respectively published papers
analyzing the trace and rare earth elements of nephrite with promising results. It seems that the
higher sensitivity of I[CP-MS (Inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry) is better able to detect
differences in concentration of rare earth elements between Xiuyan nephrite and other sources of
nephrite in China. Nephrite from the Baikal region seems to have distinguishably different rare earth
elements signature from that of Xiyuan as well. Strontium stable isotope is another successful method
used to investigate nephrite provenance in other regions. All these studies suggest that a systematic
ICP-MS study of nephrite resources in Cis-Baikal and Xiuyan would help elucidate the patterns of
prehistoric access to nephrite in this region.

In East Asia, since a vast majority of the nephrite accessories are rings or slit rings, drilling
technologies are of particular interest. Two main systems of nephrite drilling technologies have come
to light. Largely in the north is Semenov’s hypothesized drilling device in the Lake Baikal region
[Cemenos, 1955], the evidences of which were observed in Heilongjiang, Inner Mongolia and Jilin.
This mainly overlaps with the distribution of rings and slit rings made from white translucent nephrite
in northeast China, but not completely. Further south is Tang’s reconstructed rotary machinery, of
which evidence is seen from Inner Mongolia and Liaoning to Java Island in Southeast Asia [[su
Lyn, 2014; Tang Chung, Tang Mana, 2015]. The latter technology was reconstructed from the in situ
context of stone bearings and their spatial relationships to ring products in prehistory jade workshop
sites. Southern high-speed drilling technology can mass produce successively smaller nephrite rings
of near perfect circles from a single piece of raw material, which contrast with the relatively irregular
rings made by Northern hypothesized drilling technology.

Technological analyses of the production process have long been used to shed light on the
knowledge, thought process, preferences, limitations and worldview of artisans. The story becomes
especially complicated and interesting in the contact zone within the Russian Far East, Heilongjiang
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and Inner Mongolia. For example, Chertovy Vorota site (7 550-6 880 cal. BP) has yielded an
assemblage of nephrite slit rings, beads, bi-shaped pendants, and disks. This set of nephrite accessories
is commonly found in Neolithic settlements that use Xiuyan type nephrite (e. g. Xinglongwa in Inner
Mongolia). The production technologies used are also characteristic of what is found in Xiuyan.
In southeast Inner Mongolia, about 500 graves and a large number of nephrite grave objects dated
to approximately 5 000—4 000 BP were discovered at Ligaotu cemetery (Nanbao). Despite the site’s
close proximity to the most prominent nephrite cultures in Northeast China (i. e. Xinglongwa and
Hongshan sites), the majority of its nephrite accessories is white, relatively translucent, and share
typology and production tool marks with the ones Semenov described in the Cis-Baikal region. The
time period also overlaps with Glazkovo period in Cis-Baikal, when white nephrite artifacts became
distinctively noticeable among its grave goods, especially compared to the earlier Serovo period (ab.
6 200-5 000 BP). We also see archaeological sites where both yellow-green and white translucent
nephrite accessories coexist. Less than 90 km from Nanbo one more ancient site was excavated at
Humin in Horqin Left Middle Banner of Inner Mongolia. It represents a large settlement dated to
5 500-5 100 BP. Since 2010, skeletons of more than 200 individuals have been unearthed at the
site, mostly found to be unceremoniously piled on top of one another on the living surface of burned
houses. Over 30 jades have been found on the bodies of these dead persons, with some resembling the
Xiuyan type and some resembling the Sayan Mountain type [[{su Lyn, L3u [1un, 2014].

All these new data were used as a basis for the international scientific project supported by
General Research Fund of Hong Kong. It consolidates the specialists from China, Russia and Japan
for multidisciplinary and simultaneous investigation of ancient jade all over Northeast Asia. The
close result would be the instrumental analyzing of geological provenance, production technologies,
as well as in situ archaeological contexts and sociocultural meaning, and the final reconstruction of
temporal and spatial distribution of different types of nephrite implements and related artifacts.
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HE®PUTOBBIE KYJIbTYPbl CEBEPO-BOCTOUYHOM A3UH

Jlaetca kpaTkas mpe3eHTalus 1 000CHOBaHHE HOBOTO MEXAYHAPOIHOTO U MEXKIUCIUILITHHAPHO-
rO MPOEKTa MO U3YYCHUIO MPOM3BOJICTBA U UCIIOIB30BaHUS HE(QPUTOBBIX M3ACIHN HA TEPPUTOPUH
Cesepo-BocTouHoit A3uu, mojjep:kaHHOTO [ eHepanbHbIM HccieaoBaTebckuM (onmom CsHrana
(T'onkonra), a 1Mo OT/AENBHBIM HAIPaBICHUSIM — U I'paHTOM Poccuiickoro HayuHoro ¢onna. M3sectHo,
KaKy[0 UCKJIIOUYUTEIBHYIO POJIb UTPajd HEQPUTOBBIC U3ACTHS B UCTOPUU MHOTHX a3MaTCKUX CTpaH
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Y PErHOHOB, IPUYEM TEPBBIE ATk B 3TOM HaNpaBJIeHUH ObUTH CIICJIaHbI eIlie B AMIOXY BEPXHETO Ia-
neosnuTa Ha Tepputopun Boctounoit Cubupu. lanbHelinee pa3BUTHE TPaaULHs Kak OBITOBOTO, TaK
Y PUTYaJILHOTO MCIIONIb30BaHMsI He(hpHuTa Momydnia Ha TeppuTopuu pubaiikanes B 310Xy HeolnTa
1 0coOEHHO OpOH30BOrO Beka. Haxomku TOro ke THMa OTMEYArOTCs Ha TEPPUTOPUH POCCHUCKOTO
HanbHero Bocroka.

B Kurae ocoboe nmountanue HepuTa ¥ U3AEIUN U3 HETO MPOCIICKUBACTCS B KyJIbTYPax HEOIUTH-
YecKoi A1oxXu Ha Tepputopun JyHO3s1, OTKya 3aTeM pacpocTpaHseTcs Aajiblie K ory. Mcmnonabs3oa-
HUE He(PPUTOBBIX aKCECCYapOB 3aKPEIUISICTCS B PUTYATbHOM MIPAKTUKE APEBHEKUTANCKIX TOCYJapCTB
(IlTan u Yxkoy), a TOTKOBaHWE CUMBOJHMKH STOr0 YHHKaJIbHOTO MUHEpaja JaeTcs B KaHOHHYECKOH
koH(yranckoi uteparype. Mmenno B Kurae u conpenenbHbIX cTpaHax HePUT CTAHOBUTCS MO~
JIMHHBIM CUMBOJIOM ITPEBOCXO/ICTBA.

Bo MHOruX npeaplIylnux MCCICAOBAaHMAX MO JAaHHOW TeMe CTaBwWics (HO HE pemlrajcs) BOIPOC
0 TMPOUCXOKICHUU HEPPUTOBBIX HM3IEJINH, O BO3MOKHBIX B3aUMOBJIMSHHUAX U UX BekTrope. HoBble
JTaHHbIE, ITOJTyYEHHBIE B MOCcIeIHIE rofibl Kak B Poccun, Tak 1 B Kurae, 1aroT BO3MOXKHOCTh paccMo-
TPETh 3TH BONPOCHI HA HOBOM YPOBHE. 3a cYeT MEXIUCLUIUIMHAPHOTO M3yUEHHsI HaX0J0K HedpHTa
B apXEO0JIOTHYECKUX KOMIUIEKCaX METOAAMHU T€0JIOTHH, MUHEPAJIOT N, TEOXUMUH U T. J. YIaeTCs ¢ J10-
CTaTOYHOM CTENEHbIO YBEPEHHOCTH YCTAHOBHUTH MCTOYHHUK MPOUCXOKACHUS HE(YPUTOBOTO CHIPHSI.
Jis uceneqyemMoro pernona HanOoubIIee 3HaYeHNE UMeNo MecTopokaeHne CrosiHb B MaHBIKypUr
u HedpuToBbIe BEIX0Nb!I CasHckux rop B [Ipubaiikanse. Tpacomornueckne HaOMIONESHHUS TO3BOIHIIH
TaKXe BBIJICIUTD /1B TEXHOJIOTMYECKHUX LIEHTpa 00padoTKH HedpuTa, CeBepHBIN (CHOMPCKHUIT) 1 F0K-
HBIN (kuTakickuii). Heckonbko et Ha3ax pacKONKU Ha TeppuTOpuH BHyTpenHel MoHronuu nosso-
JIMJM BBLACIUTH TaMSATHUKH, Ha KOTOPBIX HalCHHbIE HE(PPUTHI IEMOHCTPUPOBAIHN KaK CEBEPHBIC,
TakK M, yCJIOBHO TOBOPS, IO’KHBIE 0COOCHHOCTH NMPUMEHHUTEIBHO K UCTIOJIB30BAHHBIM CHIPBIO M TEXHO-
JorusM. Beigenenne Takoi KOHTaKTHOM 30HBI TO3BOJIUT OoJiee JeTaabHO PEKOHCTPYHUPOBATH KapTH-
HY KOHTAaKTOB MEX/y APEeBHUMU KynbTypamu CeBepo-BocTounoi A3uu B paMKax NMpecTaBiIseMoro
B CTaThe MPOEKTa, a OTPaOOTaHHBIE METOANKN MEXANCIMIUTMHAPHBIX UCCIIETIOBAHUM Oy/TyT MOIE3HBI
JUTSL 1aTbHEHINEro UccieJoBaHMsI HE(PUTOBBIX apTe(akTOB POCCHICKMMU apXeonoramMmu (Harmpumep,
MPUMEHHUTENIFHO K IPOOJieMe MTPOUCXOKICHHS CEHMUHCKUX HEQPHUTOB).

Kniouesvie cnosa: neonut u 6poH30BbIH Bek CeBepo-BocTounoii A3un, peBHUE U31eNUs U3 He]-
puTa, HePUTOBOE CHIPbE, MEKAUCIUILIMHAPHBIEC UCCIICTOBAHMSL.
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