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Silk Road is the generic term for commercial
trade routes connecting China with the
middle and west Asia, Africa and Europe
in ancient times. With its starting point in
China, Silk Road entailed both land routes

and sea routes. The concept of “Silk Road”,

introduced by Ferdinand von Richthofen, a
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19th century German geographer, referred
only to the land routes connecting the Central
Plains and Central Asia via present day
Xinjiang. The most typical commodity China
exported via the Silk Road was silk. Opened
during the 2nd century B.C., the Silk Road
not only strengthened the communication
and exchanges between the Han Chinese and
ethnic minorities in the northwestern regions,
but also enabled the dissemination of the fine
cultures and creations of the Central Plains
to western countries. At the same time, Silk
Road facilitated the introduction of western
cultures and arts into China, an action that
produced a huge impact on the development
of Chinese history.

By tracing the history of the opening, the
development and the evolution of the Land
Silk Road, this book not only elaborates
on the economic and cultural exchanges
between China’s inland and the frontier,
between China and western countries, it also
demonstrates the vestige and elegance of

major towns along the Silk Road.
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Thousand Years Vicissitudes of the
Silk Road
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The Silk Road is the generic term for East—West transit lines
connecting the Orient and the Occident. With the starting point in
the ancient capital city of Chang’an (present—day Xi'an), passing
through Central Asia and West Asia, the Silk Road ends up in
Europe and the North Africa. The opening of the Silk Road during the
Western Han Dynasty has effectively promoted the economic and
cultural exchanges between the East and the West and contributed
to the rise of the Han Dynasty. Even today, the Silk Road remains an

important thoroughfare for exchanges between China and western

countries.
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A Jade Silkworm Unearthed from the
Hongshan Cultural Ruins(approx. 8000
years ago)

> Starting from Silk

China was the first country in the world
that engaged in sericulture and silk
production. According to historical
records, the history of using woven silk
materials to make clothes dated back to
almost five thousand years. As legend has
it, Leizu, wife of Yellow Emperor who
was head of the Alliance of Tribes in the
Yellow River Valley, was the first person
who taught native people the skills of
sericulture, silk reeling and weaving. She
was revered as Empress Silkworm. In
1926, cocoon shells were unearthed from
ruins of the Neolithic Age in Xia County,
Shanxi Province; in 1958 carbonized
velvet, silk ribbons and silk scraps were
unearthed from the Neolithic ruins in
Wuxing of Zhejiang Province. After
testing, it was confirmed that the silk
pieces were made some four thousand

seven hundred and fifty years ago. It is
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Decoration on the Tip of an Ivory Stick
with Silkworm Patterns Unearth from the
Hemudu Ruins(5000 B.C.-3300 B.C.)

fiFRiEdis . SUEfRHI N, B8R
CORAIRIRT o 19264, 1LVEE H
ESF SR SR A DK AW e S o o SR Y )
B3 19584EHN LS 4 A1 2R
a0t et v w1 A SEZ 47 X
Mizgh, @il , HARRRE4 254750
AR ] DL A as i AR, BT
AT FiiFX e R C &G 1
2720

Erbt i (Z9HT2070— Hi
1046 ) , AIIFEEAFEF R I35 0 K
&, WM FERIEM, (e 74N
ﬂ%ﬁ@bﬁﬁ&M$%i*,d
MR, £, %, REREX
T R — ﬁﬁﬁﬁL AR R
gr, #E3Fpwl VB SERN E

evident that Chinese ancestors inhabited
in the downstream areas of the Yellow
River and the Yangtze River already
engaged in silk production during the late
Neolithic Age.

The domestication of wild silkworms
during the Xia and the Shang dynasties
(approx. 2070 B.C.-1046 B.C.)enabled
the increase of the output of silk yarns
and the development of the silk industry.
In the Shang Dynasty Oracle text,
hieroglyphic characters for silkworm,
mulberry, yarn and silk appeared;
Engraved silkworm patterns appeared
on some Shang Dynasty bronze wares;
Vivid and lifelike jade silkworms and a
variety of fine silk, embroidery scraps
were found in tombs as burial objects. All
of these showed that people then already
mastered the artistry of silk weaving to
the level of sophistication.

During the Western Zhou Dynasty
and the ensuing Spring and Autumn and
the Warring States Period(1046 B.C.-
221 B.C.), silk yarns and silk production
enjoyed further development. Silk
products became more popular. In the
literatures such as The Book of Songs,
Book of History, Remarks of Monarchs,
there are numerous references to silk

yarns and silk products produced in many
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A Plain Silk Coat Unearthed from the Mawangdui Han Dynasty Tomb in Changsha, Hunan

Province
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parts of China and had more than a dozen
varieties through sophisticated production
processes. The post Qin period to early
years of the Han Dynasty marked the
heyday of China’s silk industry. In a
Western Han tomb found in Mawangdui,
Changsha of Hunan Province, a variety
of silk products with dazzling colors
were found including thin and tough
silk, brocade, embroidery, fine silk and
silk yarns. A 1.28 meter long plain silk

robe used about 2.6 square meters of silk
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material. Yet it weighs only 49 grams.
Thanks to the unparalleled wisdom of
the ancient people that made such high-
quality silk available some two thousand
years ago. Quite a few scraps of the Han
Dynasty silk have been unearthed in
areas along the Hexi Corridor in Gansu
Province. These fine silk fabrics are
tightly woven, with elegant patterns and
dazzling colors, displaying the excellent
skills of the then weavers.

The beautiful silk were not only
loved by the Chinese people, but also
triggered much interest of people in
Central Asia, West Asia and Europe.
As early as in the Sth century B.C., the
precious Chinese silk traveled to western

countries.
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Chinese Characters for Silk and Silkworm in Oracle Text
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> Opening of the Silk Road

Chinese silk was introduced to the outside
world as early as during the 5th—6th
century B.C. Archaeologists found scraps
of Chinese silk in an old tomb dated 500
B.C. at Stuttgart, Germany. By 400 B.C.,
Europeans began to learn about China
through Chinese silk. In his historical
works Book on History and Geography,
the Greek historian Keta Pinchas referred
to China as “Seres”, meaning “a country
of silk”. During a long period of time, due
to the long distance and inconvenience of
communication, only a few silk products
could be shipped to the West, making
them extremely precious and valuable.
According to records, once the
Roman Emperor Julius Caesar (102 B.C.
—44 B.C.) wore a silk gown when he was
watching an opera in the theater. When
kings and ministers saw the dazzling silk

gown, they couldn’t stop admiring it. The
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An Eagle-shaped Gold Crown (Warring
States Period, 475 B.C.-221 B.C.)
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rarity of silk was only changed gradually
after the opening of the world-renowned
Silk Road.

During the late Warring States Period
and the ensuing Qin and the Han dynasties,
the northern frontier of the Central
Plains kingdoms were often subject to
harassment by the northern nomadic Huns.
Emperor Liu Bang, founder of the Han
Dynasty, was once besieged by the Huns
cavalry at Mount Baideng where he almost
lost his life. Since then, in order to seek
peace of the Central Plains, the Han rulers
adopted a policy of pacification through
marriage towards the Huns. They also
sent all kinds of precious presents such as
silk and cotton to the Huns. In 140 B.C.,
Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty ascended
the throne. After a period of recovery,
national strength was greatly enhanced
with social stability and economic
prosperity prevailing in the country. The
Han Dynasty ruler began to pursue a pro-
active foreign policy and set the goal
to defeat the Huns in order to maintain
peace and stability in the northern frontier.
Having learned that the Huns had killed
the head of the Dayuezhi kingdom in the
Western Regions and forced its people to
leave their land, Emperor Wu of the Han

Dynasty planned to form an alliance with
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Mural Painting Zhang Qian on Mission to Western Regions in Mogao Grottoes, Dunhuang
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Dayuezhi to make pincer attack against
the Huns.

In order to implement this plan,
Emperor Wu dispatched Zhang Qian as
his special envoy to the Western Regions
in the 3rd year of the Jianyuan period
(138 B.C.). leading a contingent of more
than one hundred men, Zhang Qian set
off from Longxi (present-day South
Lintao of Gansu) for Dayuezhi. He was
unexpectedly detained by the Huns on
the way. Head of the Huns put Zhang
Qian on exile on the grassland of Mobei
where he spent more than a decade.
Although Zhang Qian eventually married

a Huns girl and had children with her, he
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never forgot his errand. Finally he found
an opportunity to escape from the Huns
and continued his journey to the West. He
passed the Dayuan and Kangqu kingdoms
and finally arrived at Dayuezhi which had
already settled down in the Amu River
basin area. As the Dayuezhi people were
already leading a stable and peaceful
life on this lush land, they didn’t want to
launch wars against the Huns.

Having failed to lobby Dayuezhi
into an alliance with the Tang, Zhang
Qian embarked on his return journey
to his home country after one year.
Unfortunately he was again detained by
the Huns. A year later, civil unrest broke
out in the Huns. Zhang Qian took the
opportunity and escaped. In 126 B.C.
Zhang Qin returned to Chang’an, capital
city of the Western Han Dynasty, thirteen
years since he got on the mission. Of the
more than one hundred men he led on the
mission, only one person returned with
him. Zhang Qian reported to Emperor
Wu on the mission and what he saw and
heard in western countries. The Emperor
was immensely impressed by the rare and
precious products of western countries
that he decided to establish friendly ties
with them.

In 119 B.C. Zhang Qian was
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A Color-painted Horse Riding Figurine
(Western Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.-25A.D.)

dispatched to the Western Regions on
a second mission. Leading a contingent
of more than three hundred men and
bringing with them a large quantity of
gold, silk, cattle and sheep, Zhang Qin first
arrived in Wusu (present-day southeast
of Lake Balkhash), an important hub in
the Western Regions. Zhang Qian then
sent his deputies to countries such as
Dayuan, Kangqu (present-day southeast
Kazakhstan), Daxia, Anxi (present-day
northeast Iran), Shendu (ancient India)
where they were warmly received, and
where they conducted large scale exchange
of goods. In 115 B.C. Zhang Qian returned
to Chang’an. Dayuan, Anxi and some
other western region countries sent envoys
to travel together with the Han envoy.
Zhang Qian’s two missions to the
Western Regions opened the East-West
trans-Asia inland transportation routes.
Between 104 B.C. and 101 B.C. Western
Han set up four counties (juns) in the
Western Regions: Jiuquan, Zhangye,
Wuwei and Dunhuang and formally
incorporated the Western Regions into
Western Han’s territory. This had also
provided a safe and reliable channel for
East-West cultural exchange. Since then,
Han Dynasty envoys and merchants

constantly traveled to the Western Regions



