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The Silk Road



The Silk Road had served for tens of hundreds of years as the
main route of business over the continents of Asia, Europe and
Africa, an artery of commodity flow and cultural exchange that gave
immense impetus to the rise of major economies and civilizations of
the world. The Silk Road linked such ancient civilizations as China,
India, Greece, Egypt, and Babylonia, and in its path rose such
world powers as the Persian Empire, Macedon, the Roman Empire
and the Ottoman Empire. And parallel with its birth and growth
was also the naissance of the world’ s three major religious beliefs-
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam
thought deep and far-reaching influences. In a sense, the Silk Road

which were to give human

was no other than a route of culture and civilization.

This bhooklet contains a wealth of pictures and historical
documents, which, matched with plain and vivid language, plus the
unique perspective of the author, present the reader with a
comprehensive account of silk. It is mainly about its original
homeland, applications, place of production, the formation and
pathway of the Silk Road, the thriving of silk trade in both the East
and the West, cultural beliefs and legends along the Road, two
routes of the Silk Road, overland and by sea, and, finally, the
significant position of the Silk Road in the history of civilization.
This booklet will not only acquaint the interested reader with
necessary knowledge of the Silk Road, but alsc will enhance the
reader’ s experiential sensitivity to the distinctive features of Chinese
culture. This is, of course, beneficial to the mutual understanding
and exchange between the West and the East, particularly in a
world at present lost in harsh realities and eager to find its historical

orientation for the future.

2



Yo — 2% B S JL T 4F B B RR I 3F K B 1) 38
T E , 2298 2 B xR B B R R 5 SCHA Y i
SRS ERKER, B8 &5 T PE .
Al R VB H AR R B ] T BT 2
X, MR TR HE SEEWE . P D%
B BeFESHAMORTE; EERBR . L
Fert B P B T X G R A B AR PR A R R B
MR BB R BT 2 B Rk 2 R
br b B—FZ B8 X2 0%,

ABBIRBEERRSEH, UEASHE &
SABRIER, R SR A R T 25
AURIR R UM, 4 A BRI KRR R
WHLRABWER, 4AZH LNk SE
R, L AZBEH LB U REAZ
BEARXHAR LW EETRENE, @il
A, FERUATLLT M 82 MMM, R
Eef Y LA {58 L X e B SR ) AR R KU A — AN R
AV AR, T R RS HE — 2 T % h 4 SO R ok IR
PR, X T 5045 % [ SOR AR 38 B B3 AR T
77 SRR G S, # LA T Y S N R Y




I . The Horse-Head Damsel: Stories
of Silk and its Origin

Among the numerous myths and legendary tales engendered by
the long, long history of the Chinese civilization, the story about the
origin of silk is particularly fascinating because it was documented in
more than one ancient writings. One story goes like this: During the
legendary Diku Gaoxin’s (77 # /& 3 ) period (the third of the five
carliest historical periods of ancient China), what is now China’s
Sichuang Province in the southwest, was still in an anarchic
primitive existence without a sheriff or any form of government.
Therefore, tribes and families in the vicinity were living in constant
battles and wars between one another.

Among these miserable residents of the region was an extremely
beautiful girl, whose name was forever lost to story-tellers. She had
the misfortune of having her father kidnapped by rival tribes. The
white horse that her father traveled on came back home alone. With
the father missing, mother and daughter had to spend days and
nights in great distress with the father’s horse. Missing her father,
the daughter could not eat or sleep in peace and was pining away.
Her mother, heart-stricken by the loss of her husband and illness of
her daughter, tried every means to save the family. One day she
made up her mind and declared to the neighborhood and travelers
that she would marry her daughter to whoever could save her
husband and get him back.

However, everybody knew that it was something with little
chance of success, seeing the circumstances at the time, and so the
mother’ s pledge went unheeded. No one had any vain hope of
finding her father , even though the daughter was the most



—. RETE B HLR
2 FRIE SRR

PR IEARER A, FE TIHFZRMEIA
RIE UL, FE X AR WML, R TLHR
BREREABIAER . FENFEZ RS, A
LT XN EW AR E . BE L EHE
3 R, oAk o [ IR A )1 B B B E
K MBEAGE AT, TREEEE -ENE
RIRZ 6], F #FEARLBCE AR, 7EiX L2
MRS R R A — AN HE S RS T
T R AR AR E R &, AR T b F H %
TR E DM ARE, IT -2, 2ZEAEKE
MR, L RBI LR EANEM R L, R 5t
SRR B SRR G, ) LABISGRTTES
S, EHREZAT RBERE . MAEELA
BISKR, REBLILME G, TR T RE 1,
SR AARN LGB “ R W REIE L LA SR 15
ERDK, I LB st E T, 7

FEMN, FEXHEERESHE, FRR
BEWT T AR N E S, WA HEREIE M A R 3k,




attractive. But strange as it were, the white horse seemed to have
understood its mistress’s offering, since it kept kicking the ground
and leaping all over, and finally, breaking its rein, the horse
galloped away. Mother and daughter were both greatly perplexed.
Several days later, the white horse came back home, with its
master, the girl’ s father, on its back. The reunion of the family
brought such a joyful mixture of emotions kisses and embraces,

that no one had thought of the mother’ s

smiles and tears

promise. The white horse, however, seemed different; it got
agitated and restless, neighing and fidgeting all the time, and
refused to eat or drink ever since then.

The father was quite puzzled at the unusual behavior of his
horse, who had saved him from the kidnappers, and so he asked
what had happened. The mother remembered her oath and told her
husband everything about the pledge. The father said, “That pledge
was offered to man, not to a beast. And what’s more, how could a
girl be married to a horse?” And with this remark he dismissed the
matter out of mind.

The white horse, however, was indignant with such breach of
faith, and it protested his master by digging at the ground and
neighing at the family. Seeing this, the father got exasperated and
in a fit of anger he shot the horse to death with a arrow. The dead
beast was then skinned for its hide, which was to be dried in the
courtyard. No one suspected that something unusual was in store for
the family.

One day, as the girl walked past the tanned hide, it suddenly
came floating over, enfolding the girl inside it and flew away in the
blink of an eye! A few days later, the girl was found on a tree, still
trapped in the horse hide, but her head had now turned into
something like a horse’ s: she had changed into a worm-like
creature, feeding on the leaves of a mulberry tree.

The father and mother were so sorry for breaking their word,
but it was too late . Hoping their daughter could one day be back
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into her human figure, the parents took their worm-like daughter
home and kept her alive with the tree leaves.

One day, the sky unexpectedly changed its gloomy hue and was
full of colorful hazes and bright rays, and with this propitious omen
appeared the image of their daughter: she was mounted on the white
horse among fleeting clouds, escorted by dozens of footmen and
maids. The fairy party descended from heaven to the girl’ s house.
The daughter thus said to her parents, “The Jade Emperor at
Heaven approved of me as a dutiful child and a person of
gratefulness, and therefore his Majesty granted me to inherit a
celestial position in the Ninth Palace of Heaven. 1 shall live in
heaven [orever, and please do not think of me any more.” With
these words, she and her celestial company rose up into the sky and
thereafter people in her native place had never seen her again.

And ever since then, people in her native place began to use the
silk that the worm spat to make clothes and beddings. That is the
beginning of a long history of silkworm raising and silk reeling in
human agriculture. As the worm liked to wrap itself in silk cocoons,
people called it can (tsan ), a homophone of “entwinement” or
“reeling”, and since the damsel lost her life on the mulberry tree,
people called the tree sang, a word sounding the same as “loss” or
“funeral” .

The hometown of the silkworm damsel in the story was located
in what is now the boundary region of Shifang, Mianzhu and
Deyang counties of Sichuan Province. Farmers who hope for a good
harvest of silk come to the place every year to pray to the damsel for
favorable weather conditions. It is said that the prayers work quite
well. In both Buddhist temples and Daoist monasteries of the place,
statues of a goddess in horsehide are raised in honour of the silkworm
girl, who is then known as “the horse-head damsel”, goddess of
silkworm harvest.

The story of the silkworm damsel was reflected in an essay On
Silkworm by Xun Zi ( 325 or 298 — 238 B.C. ) , a well - known
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ancient Chinese philosopher. He described the silkworm’s appearance
as “with a body as soft as a lady’s but with a head like a horse’s”.
Though the metaphor typically characterizes the silkworm’s physical
appearance, it is also suggestive of the original legendary tale of the
“horse-head damsel” .

People of later generations are grateful to her offering of silk
clothing and regard her as goddess of silkworm, calling her “horse-
head goddess” or “horse-head damsel”. In southern China, she is
also known as “Flowery Damsel Silkworm”. In places of central
Sichuang, Jiangsu and Zhejiang before 1949, there used to be
temples housing the silkworm goddess: the statue of a beautiful girl
on a white horse.

According to the legendary tale, silkworm raising and cocoon
reeling in China began approximately from Diku Gaoxin’ s period,
that is, by descendants of the Yellow Emperor. To date, sericulture
in China has a history of nearly 5,000 years.
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