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The subject I’ve picked is the Reclining Water Buffalo. This particular piece is finely crafted from nephrite jade, is approximately eleven and a half inches long, and originated from the Chinese Ming Dynasty (1368 – 1644). This buffalo was lovingly hand crafted out of fine jade, and is a favorite of the Buck collection. 

This piece is very pleasing to the eye, having much detail, more than many pieces of its type, yet not having so many that one becomes lost in them. Details like the legs and underside are carefully carved into the jade, as well as the plainly visible parts, showing that the artist wouldn’t settle for something that was just “good enough” or “good on the outside”. The less noticeable features on this carving are as carefully sculpted as the more obviously noticeable features on this particular carving, this leads me to believe this piece was created by either a master craftsman wanting to retain his/her reputation, for nobility as a tribute, gift, or offering, or as a religious ornament to please the gods, or possibly even as all three. 

The whole carving has an emphasis on soft detail. All of the buffalo’s key features are clearly discernable and sharp, yet the piece as a whole carries a very soft feeling, a very calm feeling, from the shapes of the features to the hue of the jade used to create it; even the expression carried on the physical appearance of the buffalo is pleasant. The hue of the jade also resembles that of the color of earth, which is one guise the water buffalo takes on for Chinese culture, and the animal itself is also used as a sacrificial offering, which would be used to appease a god, creating peace in one way or another. 

This water buffalo appears to have had its attention caught by a subtle pitch or distant echo, very calm, very serene. The lines and curves on this carving are very pleasing to follow. Soft, subtle changes in angles and dimension combined with simple realism create a very easy to admire piece of art. I’m sure anyone, even when gazing upon this sculpture for the first time, would easily be able to admire it for its beauty and ability to calm one’s nerves. A first time viewer of this piece would be quick to note that nothing clashes on this piece of art. Everything blends together smoothly, and creates an altogether excellent piece of art. Another point not to be missed is that this piece is made of jade, a very symbolic material in Chinese culture, as well as many other Asian cultures in the East. 

Jade is used in many significant customs in Chinese culture such as marriage and the public acknowledgement of manhood, kingship, and wealth. 

Again, the texture of the carving seems to be perfect in form. The skin looks smooth as silk to the touch, and every feature is sculpted in an accurate yet expressive manner, giving off the believable feeling of well being carried by this piece of art, the feeling that if one has this ornament in his or her presence, that one would literally have positive energy tapped into them and change his or her outlook on the day, or forget what hardships he or she has endured.

Unfortunately, upon searching for more information on this particular piece of art, I was unable to locate anything. Many questions still remain in my mind about this piece of art. What was the particular purpose of this carving? Was it a religious purpose? Perhaps this buffalo carving was meant to be a gift for someone of nobility? Also, who was the actual artist who sculpted this particular piece of art? My own speculation is that this particular piece was created as an ornament to put around the house of someone fairly powerful, perhaps a governor, or something equivalent. I doubt this carving has any religious purpose, because water buffalos were used as farm animals, and as the symbol of the earth, not as a god or symbol of luck or anything of that sort.

Aside from the purpose of this sculpture, who carved it? This I have no real answer, and I can’t say that there is a logical way to find out without actually being able to trace the carving back to a certain artist that liked to carve in this style, used this type of jade, etc, etc. There are limitless possibilities as to who actually created this piece of art, and I have not the means to narrow down the possibilities.

Expanding on the idea that this buffalo was more than likely sculpted as a gift to someone of governmental rank, there could be a few reasons why this person was awarded such fine art. 

The first reason could be that he was a connoisseur of the arts. He loves fine paintings, musicians possessing great beauty in their own appearance (female of course) as well as their music, and sculptures. He would have collected scrolls from famous poets, finely hand crafted furniture from well renowned carpenters, and again, finely crafted sculptures and figurines of jade and ivory. Of course, this person would either have been from a long line of intelligent and wealthy officers, or was a corrupt governor, swindling his province of tax money.

The second possibility could be that someone owed this man a large debt but could not repay it, so he instead gives this officer a prized sculpture from his own collection, successfully rectifying the debt. This was a common practice, as money was not always in ample supply in ancient China. Even the fairly wealthy would sometimes have a hard time acquiring cold hard cash due to the difficulty of transporting it from one location to another, and also because Chinese culture has always been deeply rooted in appreciation for fine arts, martial arts, and philosophical studies. If an item, person, or class fell into one of these three categories, it was often prized equal to or greater than its own weight in gold.

But again, lacking any real explanation as to why this piece was created, these were just speculations of why it might have been carved so carefully and in such detail. All in all, however, it is easy to state as a fact that this carving is a marvelous example of a Ming Dynasty jade figurine. We are lucky to see this piece still in such stunningly good condition, as well as the fact that such beauty in a handcrafted work of art is hard to surpass or even match, even after so many centuries of opportunities for stylistic and methodical improvement.
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The Chinese started using Jade in the Neolithic period.  In the past, Jade has been used to worship, and it symbolized wealth as well.  People in China would use it to trade.  Many of the Jade figurines were found in burial sites, which suggested ritual significance.  The earlier animal figures show the ritual spirit of the Han Dynasty. Chinese people believed jade had supernatural power. Using jade wares and jade ornaments could resist invasion of evil influence and avoid evil spirits. Jade stones played significant role in the development and spread of Buddhism in China. In the Buddhism, the Pure Land is composed of gold, silver, agate, coral, amber and gray jade. Therefore Chinese Buddhism emphasizes on collecting and using the various precious stones.  Jade has been a symbol of love and virtue.


Chinese people have a lot of respect for Jade.  Confucious has spoke about the symbolic meaning of Jade.  For them, its polish and brilliancy represent the whole of purity; its perfect compactness and extreme hardness represent the sureness of intelligence; its angles, which do not cut, although they seem sharp, represent justice; the pure and prolonged sound, which it gives forth when one strikes it, represents music. Its color represents loyalty; its interior flaws, always showing themselves through the transparency, call to mind sincerity; its iridescent brightness represents heaven; its admirable substance, born of mountain and of water, represents the earth. Used alone without ornamentation it represents chastity. The price that the entire world attaches to it represents the truth.   A Chinese saying goes "Gold has a value; jade is invaluable.”

