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by Mike Woolson for Asia Magazine 

Jade— of all shapes and sizes and ranging from jewelry to objets d'art— is widely available in Taiwan, sold by everyone from street vendors to exclusive private dealers. To the Taiwanese, and throughout Chinese culture in, jade is more than a gem. For some, jade has a spiritual significance and is said to be able to ward off harm. Chinese history is so replete with references to the stone that a casual observer might easily become, well, jaded. 

A favourite spot for jade shoppers in Taipei is the Weekend Jade Market, open every Saturday and Sunday under the Chien Kuo Road overpass, just south of Hoping East Road. Dozens of dealers congregate there to sell all forms of jade and jade imitations, as well as a number of other handicrafts. The Jade Market has an informal atmosphere, and haggling over prices is generally worthwhile. However, says Peter Chiu, president of the Delight Gem Lab, because of the widely varying values of different types of jade, the best advice remains caveat emptor: let the buyer beware. 

Chiu notes that the appearance of jade can be faked by coating quartz, or an inferior grade of jade, with polymers or dyes to enhance its hue. Some unscrupulous dealers try passing off similar gemstones (such as green amethyst) as jade, or even a synthetic imitation (such as glass or plastic). Although determining a stone's authenticity is largely a matter of experience and expertise, Chiu explains that a polymer coating can be scratched off with a sharp object; a dyed stone can be detected if the color is fullest in the veins or a bluish tint is visible; and glass and plastic imitations weigh less, are softer and may have bubbles near the surface. 

There are two kinds of authentic jade. Jadeite, the harder and rarer, is found only in Burma. Nephrite, commonly referred to as "spinach jade" because of its darker color, is found in many areas, including Taiwan, New Zealand, and British Columbia. But not all jade is green: jadeite is comes in lilac and rose colours, and nephrite may be red, yellow, grey or black. 

A piece of true jade is valued according to the deepness of its hue, level of transparency, clarity, size and shape. An outstanding specimen of jadeite measuring no more than 10 mm x 14 mm may fetch upwards of NT$2 million (US$76,000). Finished rings in Chiu's shop, with pieces of jadeite set in gold with small diamonds, range from NT$150,000 to more than NT$500,000. Because of the number of dealers who may, knowingly or unknowingly, misrepresent types of jade, Chiu advises would-be buyers of an expensive item to either purchase it from a reputable dealer, or have it valued beforehand. 

For fans of fine jade who are on a budget, Taipei's National Palace Museum boasts an outstanding collection. 
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