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Dyeing and weaving , combined under the
term “ranzhi” in Chinese, refer to two
different processes. The former is to apply
colors and patterns to fabrics while the
latter is a process of fabric production. The
advent of dyeing and weaving is one of the
hallmarks of civilization.

Dyeing and weaving in China can be
traced back to the remote past. As early as
in the late Neolithic Age, people had colors

added to ramie, kudzu and wool fabrics. The
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invention of silkworm breeding, mulberry
growing and silk weaving had a particularly
profound impact on human civilization.
Dyeing and weaving techniques in China
have kept evolving and diversifying in the
past 5,000 years, forming a full-fledged and
amazing system of its own characteristics.
This book intends to, through a detailed
description of the history, varieties and
techniques of dyeing and weaving, introduce

to readers the breathtaking glamour of

Chinese dyeing and weaving.
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Origins of Dyeing and Weaving
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Dyeing and weaving are actually two separate techniques. Chinese
weaving boasts a long history. From the earliest cotton and linen
to silk textiles, the Chinese people have been decorating their life
with various gorgeous fabrics. Dyeing and weaving techniques got
progressed shoulder to shoulder. The Chinese have created varied
cloths, such as blueprint and color—printed cloths, by means of
figured dyeing and resist printing and many other dyeing methods.
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Primitive clothing

In the beginning, human beings covered
themselves with leaves and hides to keep
out the cold. By the late Paleolithic Age,
they had got to know how to weave and
sew. With the dawn of the Neolithic Age,
man began to settle down in villages,

learning to farm land and raise stock. The
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Weaving techniques in the Neolithic Age

demand for clothing and food increased
naturally. As the earliest division of labor
took place between men and women, with
“men ploughing while women weaving”,
people developed such skills as getting
thread from ramie, wool from sheep and
silk from silkworm cocoons.

Large numbers of whorls and hand
spindles have been unearthed from the
late Paleolithic and Neolithic sites.
The pottery unearthed at the sites of
the Yangshao Culture that was thriving
more than five thousands years ago
has impressions of ramie cloth on it.
These archaeological discoveries bear
evidence to the existence of weaving by

the time.
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Whorls and hand spindles

Whorls and hand spindles were two spinning tools in primitive society, the former used for
spinning fabrics and the latter for twisting fine threads to create yarn.

A whorl is a flat disc, usually with a 0.5 cm hole in the center. It is used in combination
with a wooden or bamboo stick with a hook. The hookless end is inserted into the hole and
fastened securely to the whorl. With ramie or other fibers smoothed out and fastened to the hook,
the spinner twirls the whorl to twist the yarn.

A hand spindle consists of a pottery or stone disc with a hole in the center, and a rod
inserted in the hole. Unspun fibers (ramie etc.) are twisted around the rod. The spinner holds the
rod in one hand and gives the disc a twirl with another hand. With more of them added, the fibers
are drawn out and the yarn is wound onto the rod. The process is repeated over and over until the
rod is full of yarn.

- B KRS
Pottery whorls of the Neolithic Age
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Yangshao Culture

The Yangshao Culture dates back to the Neolithic age roughly 7,000 to 5,000 years ago. It is
named after Yangshao Village (in Mianchi County of Sanmenxia City, Henan Province) where
the archaeological remains were first unearthed.

The Yangshao Culture has the following features: people used polished stone tools such
as knives, axes, adzes, chisels, arrowheads and whorls to make a living; farming was fairly
developed, with millet and broomcorn millet planted; people raised mainly pigs and dogs. The
most distinguished hallmark of the culture is red pottery utensils which were made of fine clay
or sandy clay and usually painted with geometric or animal designs. Therefore, the Yangshao
Culture is also known as the culture of painted pottery.

» DS BT R A PR A
Painted pottery basin of the Yangshao Culture (5000 B.C.-3000B.C.)
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China is the birthplace of silkworm
breeding and mulberry growing. Silk
weaving can be dated back to the late
Neolithic Age. Archaeologists found at
the Qingtai Site in Zhengzhou, Henan
Province, the silk relics that date back
about 5,500 years, the earliest ever
discovered. The silk fragments unearthed
from some sites of the Liangzhu Culture
5,000 years ago show that the silk
weaving skills had been at a high level at

that time.
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Liangzhu Culture

The Liangzhu Culture was an important Neolithic

culture that existed extensively along the Yangtze
River in China about 5,300 to 4,000 years ago. It
is named after the Liangzhu Town of Hangzhou
City, Zhejiang Province where the relics were first

discovered.

The Liangzhu Culture has been known for:
ploughing and paddy rice growing; well-developed
and specialized handicraft; large-scale construction;
complicated social structure; complete ritual system;
and remarkable achievements in jades, lacquer ware,

and black pottery.

o R SCILETRA B 5

Jade ornament of the Liangzhu
Culture
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During the Neolithic Age, as
habitants in the Central Plains spun and
wove with plant fibers, the ethnic people
living in the border pastureland began
to process wool or animal hair with
hand spindles. Woolen fabrics and stone
mortars for grinding dyestuff dating back
to over three thousand years ago have
been found in Qinghai’s Nuomuhong
Neolithic sites.

Historical sources from the Shang
and Zhou dynasties (c. 16 century B.C.-
221B.C.) contain comprehensive records
about silkworm breeding, mulberry
growing and weaving. It is recorded in
Book of Poetry (Shi Jing) that “Women
do not partake in the public affairs. What
women do is only breeding silkworm and
weaving at home.” These words indicate
a clear division of labor characterizing
productive activities then, with men
ploughing and women weaving. Book
of Diverse Crafts (Kao Gong Ji) makes
detailed descriptions of silk processing,
techniques of dip-dyeing and overdyeing
with mordants (a substance used to bind
dyes to fabrics), time required for silk
dyeing, as well as skills of hand-painting

clothes and silk fabrics.
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Book of Poetry, Book of Diverse Crafts

Book of Poetry had been known as The Odes before the official adoption of Confucianism as
the guiding principles of society in the Han Dynasty (206B.C.-220A.D.). The earliest poem
collection in China, Book of Poetry comprises 305 poems or songs dating back to a period from
the early Western Zhou Dynasty to the mid-Spring and Autumn Period (c. 11 century B.C.-600
B.C.). The collected pieces depict a full picture of the social life of the Zhou Dynasty, and truly
reflect the rise and fall of the slave society. The poems or songs are arranged in three categories,
namely Feng, Ya and Song. Feng or Airs of the States comprises folk songs which celebrate
love, hard work and other virtues, expressing homesickness and yearning for family members
sent on expedition, or voicing anger toward social oppression. Ya or Odes of the Kingdom is the
collection of songs sung at aristocrats’ sacrificial rituals, either praying for favorable weather or
praising ancestors’ merits and virtues. Song or Odes of the Temple and Altar contains hymns or
eulogies sung at a royal family’s sacrificial rituals.

Book of Diverse Crafts is about standards and specifications for various government-
run handicrafts in the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period (770B.C.-
221B.C.). The book contains information on 30 types of crafts in six categories, namely
woodwork, metalwork, leatherwork, dyeing, scraping and grinding, and porcelain. Besides,
the book also makes review on the knowledge and experience in the fields of mathematics,
geography, mechanics, acoustics and architecture.
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Despite the fact that no silk fabrics
of the Shang and Zhou dynasties survive
today, the impressions on the bronzes
from that time are the evidence that
the silk fabrics then had increasingly
diversified patterns on them. According
to Extensive Records of the Taiping Era
(Taiping Guangji), Yinzhi, a state 45,000
kilometers away from the capital city paid
tributes to King Cheng of Zhou (reign
1042B.C.-1021B.C.), including Yunkun
brocade with cloud-among-hills pattern,
Liedie brocade with pattern of clouds
hanging over battlements, Zazhu brocade
with bead pattern, Zhuanwen brocade
with pattern of big seal characters, as
well as Lieming brocade with pattern of
candle lines. The record indicates that
Zhou had already produced brocade in its
initial form, which laid a foundation for

silk processing later.
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Impression of silk fabrics from the
mid-Western Zhou
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Extensive Records of the Taiping Era

Extensive Records of the Taiping Era is a collection

£
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of stories edited by Li Fang, Xu Xuan and ten other ol T H

scholars, first published in 978 which was the 1“ ﬁ TI" IH ;%

3rd Year of the Talpmg Xingguo Era of'the . A _):. ;j’:i‘z

Song Dynasty, from which the book acquired }
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its name. ‘ ;
The book contains well-structured interesting ;

stories, as well as large numbers of concise sketches (KFS >
. Froid) B%
of knowledge which are both educational and

funny, and are thus valued by modern readers.
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A sample page of Extensive
Records of the Taiping Era

Silk weaving thrived during the
Spring and Autumn Period and the
Warring States Period (770B.C.-
221B.C.). Qi (present-day Linzi in
Shandong Province) and Lu (present-day
Qufu in Shandong Province) were both
developed silk-weaving centers. Fine
white silk produced in Qi and plain white

silk produced in Lu were of national



