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LITERATURE

THE IMPORTANCE OF SILK IN CHINESE CULTURE IS ATTESTED BY THE ATTRIBUTION OF ITS LEGENDARY DISCOVERY TO
THE CONSORT OF THE YELLOW EMPEROR, THE FOUNDER OF CHINESE CIVILISATION. SERICULTURE, THE REARING OF



SILKWORMS FOR THE PRODUCTION OF SILK FILAMENT, WAS THE INVENTION OF NEOLITHIC FARMERS LIVING ALONG THE
HUANG HO IN NORTH CENTRAL CHINA MORE THAN 4000 YEARS AGO. THROUGH THE CENTURIES THE STATE

ENCOURAGED SERICULTURE BY MAKING TAXES PAYABLE IN SILK. THE STATE CONTROLLED PRODUCTION TO ENSURE
THE PRESTIGE OF SILK AND TO MAKE ITS USE AN IMPERIAL PREROGATIVE, DEMONSTRATING THE SPECIAL STATUS OF
THE ARISTOCRACY. FINE SILK GARMENTS AND FURNISHINGS MARKED SPECIAL OCCASIONS IN LIFE AND WERE OFTEN

INTERRED WITH THE DEAD.

     THE CHINESE ART OF SILK AND ITS PRODUCTION REMAINED A CLOSELY GUARDED SECRET FOR OVER 3000 YEARS.
ITS MANUFACTURE IN A NUMBER OF CENTRES DISTRIBUTED THROUGHOUT THE EMPIRE WAS ONE OF THE MAINSTAYS OF

THE PRE-MODERN CHINESE ECONOMY, SECOND ONLY TO AGRICULTURE IN ITS VALUE TO THE STATE AND IN THE
NUMBER OF FAMILIES FOR WHICH IT PROVIDED A MEANS OF SUPPORT. SILK WAS ALSO ONE OF THE FIRST OF CHINA’S

LUXURY PRODUCTS TO BE EXPORTED IN LARGE QUANTITIES BOTH ALONG THE ‘SILK ROAD’ AND BY SEA TO THE REST OF
ASIA. SILK TEXTILES WERE ONE OF THE MAJOR LURES WHICH BROUGHT MERCHANTS FROM THE ISLAMIC AND INDIAN

WORLDS, AS WELL AS FROM JAPAN, TO THE PORTS OF CHINA AND THEY WERE EAGERLY SOUGHT AFTER BY THE FIRST
EUROPEAN MERCHANTS TO REACH CANTON, WHICH WAS ALSO THE CENTRE OF A MAJOR WEAVING REGION.

     TO THE ANCIENT ROMANS, CHINA WAS ‘THE LAND OF SILK’ AND DURING THE ROMAN EMPIRE IT WAS IMPORTED
EXCLUSIVELY FROM THE EAST. IT REPRESENTED EXTREME REFINEMENT AND LUXURY AND BECAME SO DESIRABLE THAT

THE WEARING OF SILK PROVOKED A STRONG REACTION FROM SENATORS WHO BELIEVED IT TO BE A SIGN OF
DECADENCE AND A DRAIN ON THE ECONOMY.
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