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T he bulk of China’s silk comes from a domesticated species of silkworm, known as the Bombyx mori L.
Feeding on mulberry leaves, the Bombyx mori is an income-generating insect that produces silk by spinning the
cocoon. Scientifically classified into the bombycidae family under the lepidopteral order, as an insect with
complete metamorphosis features, the Bombyx mori undergoes four growth stages in its life cycle, each with
distinctive physical and metabolic changes to its body. The four different stages are egg, larva, pupa and moth.
On average, a silk filament as it comes from the mouth of one silkworm is between 800 — 1,000 meters (over 1/2
mile) in length. Although leaves of some other plants such as the three-bristle cudrania, the elm tree, dandelion
and lettuce can also be fed.as alternative food, the Bombyx mori likes mulberry the best. Besides the Bombyx
mort, there are other silk producing worms such as the tussah-silkworm, the giant silkworm, the ailanthus-silk-
worm, the camphor-silkworm and the eri-silkworm. Each silk cocoon consists of a single filament and several
filaments are combined in the reeling process to form a thread called raw silk. The raw silk thread can then be
doubled up again, twisted or further processed to yield a thread or yarn of a desired thickness and form, and then
used for dyeing and weaving to make silk textiles, which can be further decorated with printing and embroidery.

Existing evidence unearthed from the Qianshanyang site in Huzhou, Zhejiang and the Qingtaicun in
Xingyang, Henan indicates that China has had a history of 5,000 years in raising silkworms. The origins of silk
production are associated with early concepts of the unity of mankind with the cosmos in ancient Chinese cultures.
The idea of an eternal life as suggested by the life cycle of the silkworm fascinated the people at the time and they
turned to worship not only the silkworm as a goddess but the mulberry tree as well, and regarded the encasing of
“the silkworm itself into a cocoon” as an inevitable process of one’s death prior to ascending into heaven.
Therefore, the initial use of silk was found to be ceremonial in communicating with the deities, either in offering
sacrifices to the gods when one was still alive or used as burial costumes when dead. Anyhow, one should be clad
in silk when it became necessary to deal with those in heaven or hell. In terms of technological developments,
however, the history of Chinese silk can be divided into three stages. The period starting from the Shang and Zhou
Dynasties to Mid-Tang Dynasty 1s known as the classic period of a hand-labor system. The period from Mid-Tang
through Song, Yuan, Ming to Qing dynasties i1s known as the traditional period of a handicraft system and the
period from the late Qing to the Republic of China is known as the modern period of a mechanized production
system.

Silk has been an important part of the Chinese civilization. Among the materials representing early Chinese
civilization such as lacquer, jade, silk and rice, silk holds a very distinctive position. Later among Chinese export
commodities including tea and chinaware, silk exportation constituted an enormous proportion. The significance of
silk is felt everywhere in China’s system of etiquette, the arts and sciences. It was not until about three thousand
years after it was first produced did Chinese silk began to spread to the outside world along trade routes on land
and via the seas known as the Silk Roads, first to Korea and Japan to the east, then to central and western Asia

and further west to Europe, leaving a legacy of great contributions to the civilizations of mankind.
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