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Foreword 2

A Soft Spot for Silk

China makes the most —but no longer the best —silk. Here’s one man’s
quest to recover his nation’s past glory.

By Susan Jakes

In his office at a silk-dyeing factory outside the Chinese city of Hangzhou, Fei
Jianming sits face-to-face with Napoleon Bonaparte. Fei is the director of the factory.
Bonaparte, astride his charging horse with the wind in his red cape and his finger pointed
skyward, is preparing to cross the Alps into Italy. The portrait is a reproduction—a rendering
on silk of Jacques-Louis David’s iconic painting of the French conqueror. Fei doesn’t say
if Bonaparte is there to inspire him. He had the piece made, he says by way of explanation,
simply to demonstrate his factory’s sprinting skill.

Yet when Fei talks about his work, the subjects of triumph and defeat, of conquest
and even of Italy loom large. In the past two years, the High Fashion China Company,
which owns the factory and of which Fei is president, has exported more silk clothes than
any other company in China. This makes Fei a leader in an industry that has both practical
and symbolic importance to his country. Silk is the original Chinese export, an invention
more tightly tied to the country’s identity and to its commerce with the outside world
than any other, “Silk,” says Fei, “is what sets us apart.”

Or used to. As is the case with so many other goods, China leads the world in the
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quantity of its silk production, but not in quality. Today, China makes the most silk. But
it is Italy that makes the best silk.

For Fei, this downfall represents more than just a professional challenge. Now 55,
he has worked in the factory for 29 years, as its director for 17, and has steered it out of
bankruptcy and state ownership and into the global economy. “Today we can buy the
machines, we have the weaving and printing technology,” he says. But something is
missing. “We lack the craft. We don’t get the right softness, the finish, the feel.” He
moves his hands though the air fingering an invisible piece of cloth. “Silk is a Chinese
product but its status is not as high as Italian silk,” Fei says, as if he feels personally
responsible and personally ashamed. Yet, as economic ties between Europe and Asia pull
in new directions, Fei has begun to believe that somewhere in the future, the glory China
lost, the displaced legacy, can come back home. “In our generation we have a responsibility
to restore Chinese silk to its historical place,” he says. “If we can complete this circle, if

we can bring back the beauty, then I’ll feel satisfied.”
Picking up the Threads

In the building next to Fei’s office, enormous rolls of white cloth spool through a
phalanx of automated silk screens. Designs on the blank expanses accumulate in layers:
first the black dots, then the red lines, then dabs of color. Over and over. Each new mark
glistens on the surface of the silk for an instant, then sinks in. These deposits scuttle along
incoherently until, all at once, one of the machine’s squeegees sweeps on the coat that
gathers the spots and blotches into focus. A pattern bursts forth—of flowers or of birds
or a vainglorious Frenchman.

The invention of silk owes much to mankind’s fascination with such moments of
cumulative but abrupt-seeming change. Ancient Chinese may have stumbled upon the
secrets of silk while trying to fathom how worms that crawled on the ground became
moths that flew through the air. Unraveling the cocoons was an attempt to unravel a
mystery of nature.

Silk production is at least 5,000 years old —the age many Chinese give for their
civilization itself. The fabric’s history is entwined with that of the nation, and particularly
the region around Hangzhou. In the 1950s, archaeologists unearthed 4,700-year-old silk
ribbons in nearby Huzhou, where much of the raw silk of Fei’s textiles is still made.

Inscriptions about silk appear on oracle bones, the objects on which Chinese inscribed



their earliest written language. Designs that look like embroidery cover the bodies of the
bronze figures that are among the Chinese people’s first images of themselves. Silk has
also long been central to the country’s identity abroad. The Romans called China Seres,
derived from the Greek word for silk-as if the place were indistinguishable from its most
coveted product.

By the time Marco Polo wrote Hangzhou (a city he called Kinsai), nothing the sums
the city’s government made from taxes on silk merchants, China’s trade with Persia had
already transferred the technology for processing silkworm cocoons to the West. Yet the
Chinese continued to innovate and adopt patterns and styles from abroad. Polo noted the
Mongols wore satins the mixed silk with gold-a technique they picked up in Persia.
Through the Ming and Qing Dynasties, however, styles were more homegrown; Hangzhou
even housed workshops principally responsible for clothing the Emperor and his court.

This heritage weighs heavily on the city. Hangzhou calls itself “The Capital of
Silk”. The name pays homage to the past, however, not the present. Tourists can still buy
silk scarves and parasols along the shores of the city’s picturesque West Lake. But the
scarves look the same as in any other place in China, and the parasols are made of nylon.
Down the road, the China National Silk Museum feels like a memorial hall, full of
wistful eulogies to Song gauze and Ming damask.

A collection of early 20th century cheongsams occupies its top floor. The dresses
are arranged chronologically so that visitors can see how their designs have evolved
over the years. Quickly the demure brocades and flowers give way to prints and textures
of exuberant, jazz-age geometry. They are quintessentially modern: inventive, daring,
hopeful. The last dresses are from the mid-1940s. There, the exhibit and the museum’s

collection end without explanation.
The Secret Weapon

Walking through his factory, Fei points out the features and provenance of his
machines. One is from Switzerland, another has a chamber to regulate temperature, a
few are from Japan. He races through a series of high-tech labs where patterns are
developed and transferred to silk screens. “But really,” says Fei, “this factory isn’t that
advanced.” A model of a new plant is on display, but Fei has other strategies for
advancement up his sleeve. “Where are those Italians?” he shouts into his phone as the

tour winds down. “Get me the Italians.”
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Above the shop floor in a room filled with swatches of fabric, Matteo Fiori and
Andrea Ziggiotti are drinking instant coffee. The two are fabric-development experts
who hail from Vicenza, just inland from Venice. Their job is to help Fei anticipate trends,
an area in which few Chinese textile manufacturers have been able to compete. Much of
their work involves subtle tweaks to the finish of fabrics the plant already makes-adding
wrinkles, diluting colors, shredding edges. Fiori says the biggest challenge of their work
is a lack of shared vocabulary. “In Italy I can say, ‘I want this soft, like a lady’s skin’,
and everyone knows just what to do. Here, they say, ‘What? What’s a lady’s skin?’ But
it’s mainly a problem of language. You follow certain steps. They do it two or three times
and then they know how.”

Fiori proffers a pair of bound swatches as examples —an aquamarine square of silk
with “the Chinese finish” —stiff and a little bit shiny —then the same fabric with “the
Italian finish.” The second square is the exact same color and weight, but it’s somehow
mellower, with a faint sheen and an almost buttery texture. The difference is unmistakable.

Unlike Fei, or indeed many of their own countrymen whose family textile businesses
are shuttering under pressure from Chinese prices, Fiori and Ziggiotti aren’t inclined to
nationalism. Even as they acknowledge how quickly their Chinese colleagues learn new
techniques, they don’t worry about Chinese competition in taste and style. Asked if he’s
concerned that China may someday surpass Italy in innovation, Ziggiotti, 37, leans back
and smiles. “The Italian creative is,” he pauses and gestures lavishly, “the Italian creative.
You don’t teach the creative. It’s a feeling. You have it, or you have it not.”

For Fiori, 34, working in Hangzhou is exciting precisely because of the ambition of
people like Fei to be the best in the world. The High Fashion China Company already
sells a small number of its fabrics to leading designer brands, including Armani, Chloe
and Valentino, and Fiori hopes that side of the business will grow. “Here everything is
new. The Chinese have...a deep culture for making the job good. What’s important in
textiles is to be part of a project with passion. It’s not important if it’s in China or India
or Italy. We can mix our cultures together. It’s not a war.”

Indeed, Fei has more in common with Italy’s small family businesses than meets
the eye. Had he lived at an earlier time, it would have been a foregone conclusion he
would make silk for a living. His great-grandfather Fei Xizhai raised silkworms and
mulberry trees on a farm in Huzhou. His grandfather Fei Qisheng was a textile merchant

and moved the family to Hangzhou at the turn of the 20th century, where he built his



own small brocade mill next to the family home. Fei’s father worked for the family
business, which had stores around the country, including one in Beijing. When Fei was a
boy of four, all of this ended. The revolution forced the family out of business in 1955.
Fei has no memories of the silk of those days, but he spent his boyhood playing in the
empty building that once housed his grandfather’s looms.

Despite his lineage, his more than two decades at the helm, Fei worries more about
China’s resurgence than regaining what his family lost. As an individual he’s content to
let the past stay in the past. But when it comes to Hangzhou and to China, he won’t be
satisfied until they reoccupy what he believes is their rightful place in the world. He’s
working to help start up silk farms in impoverished areas of western China. He serves on
councils in Hangzhou devoted to enhancing the city’s expertise in fashion. He travels to
Italy to see how his rivals do their job. He printed a piece of silk with a map of China on
it and sent it into space with China’s first astronaut.

It wasn’t until recently that Fei learned his older sister still keeps a piece of their
grandfather’s silk. She never thought of it as an heirloom and only saved it because it
was useful for wrapping the bamboo mats her family sleeps on in the summer. Fei’s
25-year-old son now works for the company too, the fifth generation of Feis in the
business. Perhaps one day he’ll use the silk the same way too, or perhaps he’ll hang it on

the wall in his father’s factory-when Napoleon Bonaparte is no longer needed.

Adopted from TIME Magazine, Vol. 168, No. 6/7
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