
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

The World-Wide Web

Nosch, Marie Louise Bech; Frankopan, Peter; Zhao, Feng

Published in:
Textiles and Dress cultures along the Silk Roads.

Publication date:
2022

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (APA):
Nosch, M. L. B., Frankopan, P., & Zhao, F. (2022). The World-Wide Web. In Z. Feng, & M. L. Nosch (Eds.),
Textiles and Dress cultures along the Silk Roads. (pp. 362-401). Unesco.

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/marie-louise-bech-nosch(0270fd92-e231-4a17-b0ee-9ea09bcabff4).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/the-worldwide-web(6ce84dda-9213-4a30-b2a4-1158e9ab9a2e).html




Final words

THE WORLD WIDE WEB





Final words  •  The World Wide Web  •  365  

Some say that history starts with writing. We say that history starts with 
clothing. First came clothing made from skins that early humans would 
remove from an animal, process thoroughly, and then tailor them to fit 
the human body; this technique is still used in the Arctic in the twenty-
first century. Then came woven and non-woven textiles. The first weavers 
would work within a skin-clothing framework and weave textiles in the 
shape of an animal hide or they would raise the nap of the surface to 
make it look like fur, making the fabric warmer and more comfortable. 
It later became the norm to weave in rectangles. The shift from fitted 
skin clothing to textiles is recorded in our most ancient literature. In the 
Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, Enkidu is a wild man living with gazelles 
on the steppe of Mesopotamia. Shamhat, a priestess of the goddess 
Ishtar, transforms this wild man into a civilized human being through sex, 
food and clothing. The beginnings of the Jewish, Christian and Islamic 
religions also take place around a dressing scene. In the Old Testament 
and in the Qur’an, we find the story of a naked Adam and Eve who must 
leave the Garden of Eden, and the first thing they do is to get dressed, even 
before they embark on agriculture and animal husbandry activities. This 
is reflected in archaeological finds: the earliest textile imprints in clay are 
some 30,000 years old, much older than agriculture, pottery or metallurgy.

By Marie-Louise Nosch, Feng Zhao 
and Peter Frankopan
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There is scholarship in abundance on the historical Silk Roads, which are framed 
as trade networks, cultural corridors and places of exchange via both land and 
sea. Indeed, numerous books, papers, documentaries, exhibitions and research 
programmes explore the Silk Roads. In the twentieth century, especially since 
the end of the Cold War, multiple international initiatives have facilitated artistic 
and scholarly exchanges and trans-regional dialogues in which the Silk Roads are 
seen as paradigms of exchange, networks, infrastructure, as well as gateways of 
military access and zones of influence. Interconnections are truly embedded in our 
understanding of the Silk Roads.

Yet, surprisingly, few important initiatives have focused on the origin of the name 
‘silk’, as well as the exchange of silk technology, sericulture, clothing, patterns and 
motifs, textile fibres, fashions, skilled weavers and tailors, cheap textile labour, dye 
plants and dye technology. Initiated by UNESCO, this volume fills this gap and also 
opens new horizons.

There is a long tradition in dress history to help study patterns and techniques across 
cultures and time, and in art history and archaeology, images of dress have been 
compared and studied. The field has in recent years been renewed and stimulated 
by studies of consumption, technology, innovation and material culture, which 
have created new theoretical pathways into the study of textiles and dress.

UNESCO’s World Heritage sites associated with the culture of textiles and dress 
include many listed monuments of the past: La Lonja de la Seda de Valencia (the 
Valencia Silk Exchange buildings); the historic city of Sheki  in Azerbaijan, where 
the Khan Palace and merchant houses reflect the wealth generated by silkworm 
breeding and the trade in silk cocoons from the late eighteenth to the nineteenth 
century; the French city of Lyon, with its silk weaving workshops; and the Derwent 
Valley Mills in central England with the industrial textile landscape of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries with its cotton mills and associated textile workers’ 
housing, illustrating the socio-economic development of the area that depended 
on the global textile trade. Another UNESCO World Heritage cultural site is the Silk 
Roads: the Routes Network of Chang’an-Tianshan Corridor, which includes the site 
of Xuanquan Posthouse and Mogao Grottoes in Dunhuang. These UNESCO sites 
exemplify the profound cultural and socio-economic transformations of the urban 
fabric shaped by textile production and the global textile trade. 

Moreover, UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage Lists include costumes, textile 
techniques, such as weaving, lace-making and embroidery patterns, and the 
precious tactile know-how passed on from generation to generation.

The Silk Roads form an age-old network, an historical concept, and a framework. 
They are also a hub for dreams and storytelling. In addition, in the twentieth century, 
the Silk Roads re-emerge as the catchy name for a highly politicized infrastructure 
project. But perhaps the Silk Roads were always contested trajectories and places 
of encounter. 
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In this book, we trace the journey of textiles and clothing along the Silk Roads from 
prehistory until modern times. One book can never cover all the significant places, 
time periods or aspects of the Silk Roads, yet we hope to present a global picture of 
their synchronic or isolated manifestations. Through the study of fibres, patterns, 
fabrics and clothing, we unravel the close connections and networks across Eurasia 
and beyond. The usual divisions between Europe, Asia and Africa cannot be fully 
unravelled, yet the topic of textiles and dress easily bridges these geographical and 
conceptual divisions. 

Historical chronologies and geographical regions are marked by politics and 
national interests, but the long history of clothing and textiles transgresses national 
borders, ethnic groups, languages and dynasties. This book therefore contains only 
few references to countries, and when it does, they are cited more as geographical 
places than as markers of national identity.

Likewise, on the question of time, the study of the Silk Roads makes us cognizant 
of the many time zones across Eurasia, from noon in London to midnight in 
Kamchatka. There are also the cultural-political dimensions of time across the Silk 
Roads, marked either by the birth of Christ (BCE, CE) or Mohammad (AH), or by 
Chinese dynasties.

Figure 1   Persian carpet dealer on the street, 1888

Painted by Osman Hamdi Bey (1842–1910), a prominent Ottoman administrator, intellectual and 
artist. He spent his life between the Ottoman’s cultural and political institutions and in France and 
the US where he had close ties. His view of cultural encounters is captured in this painting of a 
young Western family viewing the offers of the elderly carpet sellers; the carpets representing both 
their shared interest and their cultural boundaries.
Nationalgalerie der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin – Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin. Wikimedia Commons.
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The Silk Roads are places of orientalist dreams of encounters. Here conflicts emerge, 
love stories start and end. Tired travellers rest in lush gardens and hear news from 
afar. They tell stories of encounters and rumours, of miracles and fantastic creatures, 
such as the senmurv, or the winged horse, Pegasus, that we find woven into fabrics 
from China to the Mediterranean. In the Graeco-Roman world, Pegasus was a 
symbol of art and poetry, but what associations did it bring along the Silk Roads?

The Silk Roads also exist in our imaginations, beyond time and place, and in this 
imaginary realm, multiple aspects of the imagined Silk Roads merge. Did the Persian 
princess of One Thousand and One Nights wear Chinese Silks or even a Japanese 
kimono? Were lovers bound by promises made with silk ribbons taken from a loom in 
China or Lyon? 

In Scheherazade’s stories, textiles and clothes play a crucial role in the narratives. 
Her Tale of the Porter and the Young Girls is about a young man in the city of Baghdad. 
One day in the marketplace, a woman, wearing a full veil of Mosul silk, tasselled 
with gold and rare brocade, stops before him and raises the veil a little from her 
face. The story can begin! And in the tale of Ali Baba, the magic words, “Open, 
Sesame!” reveals a treasury of rich bales of silk, brocade and valuable carpeting, 
piled upon one another, gold and silver ingots in great heaps, and money in bags. 

The origin and spread of sericulture, according to legend, is tied to Chinese 
women: Chinese legend attributes the discovery of silk fibres to the Empress Hsi 
Ling Shih, known as Lei Zhu in historical documents. A silk cocoon fell into her 
teacup and began to unravel in the hot tea water while she sat under a mulberry 
tree, the favoured food of silkworms. Thus, she identified where silkworms live and 
feed, and so began the history of silk. Another legend goes that it was a Chinese 
princess who brought sericulture out of China to the Kingdom of Khotan. She had 
hidden silkworm eggs in her hair when she was sent to marry the Khotanese king. 

The voyage of the word ‘silk’
It took approximately one millennium for the word ‘silk’ to travel from China to 
Northern Europe via Central Asia and Iran. 

In Modern Chinese 絲 sī ‘silk, thread, string’ is commonly reconstructed as Middle 
Chinese *si. Linguists believe that the word’s journey was mediated by nomadic 
tribes in the west of China who adapted the word, such as the Mongolian word 
sirkeg ‘silk fabric’ and the Manchu sirge, sirhe ‘silk thread, silk floss from a cocoon’. 
This corroborates the instrumental role of nomads in the transfer of knowledge 
and in the silk trade.

To this Chinese root *si, Greek and Latin added the –r–, such as in the Greek noun 
sērikón ‘silk’. Latin borrowed the word from Greek, and in Latin it became sēricum. 
The Latin word Seres means ‘silk men’ and gained the extended meaning of ‘the 
land of silk’, referring to China.  
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In contrast, words for silk in northern Europe have added –l– to the Chinese root, 
such as the examples of English silk, Old Norse silki, and the Danish, Norwegian and 
Swedish word silke, transferred into Finnish and Karelian as silkki, Lithuanian šilkas, 
and Old Russian šĭlkŭ. 

So how do we explain the two roads of the Middle Chinese *si, adding an –r– in Greek 
lands (*ser-, and thus Latin), or adding –l– when travelling north (*sil–)? 

Historical linguist, Adam Hyllested, places this linguistic crossroads in an Indo-
Iranian environment in Central Asia where languages, such as Scythian, Sarmatian, 
Alanic, Iassic and Ossetian, were spoken. In these languages, historically *–ri– tends 
to develop into –l–. Indeed, the local people, called Alans, are named after the old 
(Indo-) Iranian self-designation *ariāna- that has yielded the names of Iran and 
Aryan. This means that a foreign, borrowed word for silk like *sir or *ser would in 
Alanic result in the –r– sound developing into *– l–. It developed into a new form, 
*silka–. This was the word that Varangians, Rus, Vikings, and other traders from the 
North, would hear in the silk market in Byzantium and as they went further east to 
buy clothing. The Alanic silk term may have reached Scandinavian Old Norse in the 
ninth century CE, and this is also the time of the first impressive silk discoveries in 
Viking graves in Scandinavia. 

A distance of 10,000 kilometres in 1,000 years – from China to Northern Europe – is 
10 kilometres a day: silk was already a fast-moving commodity in antiquity.

Before the Silk Roads

Already before the full establishment of the Silk Roads, silk and textiles played a 
crucial economic role as payments, salaries, rental and fines. Across the Silk Roads, 
textiles were used to buy peace and to ensure favours and collaboration. China 
would buy from nomads of the northern Xiongnu tribes. It is said that in the year 
1 BCE, China paid 30,000 bolts of silk and 30,000 jin (equal to 7,680 kilograms) in silk 
floss and 370 pieces of clothing as security against attacks from the north.

The Kharosti documents from Chinese Turkistan (present-day Xinjiang province) 
of the kingdom of Kroraina (Chinese Shanshan 鄯善) give a very concrete view 
of daily life during the third to fourth century CE in the Tarim Basin. Conflictual 
themes often involve horses, camels and violence against women, and textiles 
and clothing often appear in legal cases concerning theft. These documents also 
offer a wide range of technical terms for clothing and textile qualities, illustrating 
the high value of clothing. A man named Maṣaǵa testifies: “The property taken 
from me consists of four roughly woven cloths, three woolen cloths, one silver 
ornament, 2,500 māṣa, two jackets, two soṃstaṃni, two belts, and three Chinese 
robes.” Another man, Larsu, tells officials how many precious pieces of clothing 
had been stolen from him: “One embroidered vidapa; a jacket made of white silk; 
a ṣamiṃna; a lýokmana of many colours; a yellow-coloured kuana-garment; a 
jacket made of hempen cloth; a kharav́arna garment; an embroidered lýokmana; 
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a kremeru; a  paliyarnaǵa garment; four golden dare; one varṣaǵa; five hasta of 
woolen cloth; two blue-dyed kiǵi. These objects are valued at [...] all the property 
has been recovered.” 

The Krorainian authorities also needed to intervene in a monastery, where violence, 
disobedience and bad dressing manners had come to rule. His majesty, the great 
king Jiṭugha Mahagiri, stipulated fines to be paid in silk rolls: “Regulations for the 
community of monks […]. It is heard that the novices do not pay attention to an 
elder, they disobey the old monks. Concerning this these regulations have been 
laid down by his majesty in front of the order of monks. The elders Śilaprabha and 
Puṃñasena (are to be) in charge of the monastery [...]. Whichever monk does not 
partake in the activities of the community of monks shall pay a fine of one roll of 
silk. Whichever monk does not take part in the posatha ceremony, his penalty is (a 
fine of ) one roll of silk. Whichever monk at the invitations to the posatha ceremony 
enters in householder’s dress, shall pay a fine of one roll of silk.” Violence between 
monks was effectively punished and fined with rolls of silk, five for a light blow, ten 
for a moderate blow, and fifteen for an excessive blow.

The kingdom of Kroraina plays an important bridging role between Han Dynasty 
China and Central Asia, and it had strong cultural and linguistic ties to India.

The constant quest for luxurious Asian textiles in the West
In the Greek and Roman world, India was a constant source of inspiration and 
curiosity, and classical authors showed a marked interest in this distant place. 
Textiles and garments play a prominent role when classical authors imagine 
India. Hellenistic and Roman authors of the first and second centuries CE wrote 
extensively on the topic, such as Strabo’s Geography, Pliny’s Natural History, Arrian’s 
Indike and Curtius’ biography, The History of Alexander. These authors, however, 
never travelled to India. Their monographs are based on compilations of now lost 
Hellenistic accounts written by historians of the time of Alexander the Great, or by 
ambassadors or travellers. In reality, this means that these distinguished ancient 
authors drafted their accounts on India based on works that were already 200–300 
years old. What a pity that they did not leave their study, go down to the harbour 
and interview the many sailors and merchants who in the first centuries CE had 
first-hand experiences of Indian cultures, habits, products, peoples and textiles. 
The Romans marvelled at the exotic dye plants from India, such as saffron (Crocus 
indicus), a precious spice and dye plant yielding a bright and colourfast yellow, and 
the dark blue dye indigo, from the Greek indikos meaning ‘Indian’, with the literal 
meaning ‘from India’. In the Periplus Maris Erythraei, indigo is among the most 
valuable commodities traded from northern India, and both silk cloth, silk yarn and 
raw silk were available to long-distance merchants arriving in India.
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To the Greeks and Romans, India was a place of strange clothing habits. This is 
evidenced by several anecdotes of the Hellenistic times describing completely 
different clothing customs in India. They narrate a Greek encounter with 
Indian clothing, and the texts use clothing as a stylistic tool to express identity, 
inclusion and exclusion. In one anecdote, Greek clothing practice is contrasted 
with the foreign Indian nakedness. In spring 326 BCE, Alexander the Great sent 
a member of his eastern expedition, Onesicritus of Astypalea, to interview an 
Indian gymnosophist, a naked wise man of the area of Taxila (in present-day 
Pakistan). Greeks were naked while exercising, but not while in conversation. 
Onesicritus reports back that the Indian gymnosophist laughed at him and told 
him to remove his typical Greek wool garments, his hat (kausia), his military 
cloak (chlamys) and his boots (krepides) and lay down naked to listen to him 
speak. The contrast is Greek versus Indian, but also in two competing male 
ideals of antiquity: the simple Greek soldier clad in wool as opposed to the 
naked intellectual and spiritual Indian philosopher. For a classical audience, 
this situation would resonate and recall the divisions between the Macedonian 
Realpolitik of a simple and moral life compared to the exoticism and spirituality 
of oriental philosophers. This same contrast was personified for the classical 
audience in the figures of the extravagant King Alexander the Great and his 
more modest teacher, Aristotle. 

Changing clothes and changing wardrobes was an integral part of Alexander’s 
conquests in Asia. His soldiers even dressed like the local populations they met. 
Indeed, in September 326 BCE, having arrived in today’s Punjab after months of 
travel, Alexander’s soldiers’ Greek clothing was in such a bad state due to wear, 
the monsoon rains, and the humid Indian subcontinental climate that they had to 
dress in local clothing: “their Greek clothing was quite gone, and they were forced 
to use barbarian dress, re-cutting the wraps of the Indians”, reports Diodorus.

In contrast, Alexander, during his Asia campaigns, deliberately began to wear a mix 
of Median and Persian dress to embody his new status as ruler of Asia.

Economic crises shocked the vast third-century CE Roman Empire and prices 
surged. To stop the detrimental effect on citizens, and especially to ensure the 
purchasing power of soldiers, the Roman state issued edits about the maximum 
prices allowed for numerous goods and services. It seems that no one held to 
them, but they inform us very well of the extraordinary luxury of silk products. 
The Edict of Maximum Prices from 301 CE, for instance, informs us that 1 Roman 
pound (c. 27 g) of raw silk was set at a price of 12,000 denarii, while a pound of 
blatta serica (raw silk, dyed purple) was worth an astonishing 150,000 denarii. This 
was the price of a first-grade lion, or enough to pay the daily wages of a smith for 
almost 9 years!
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It is therefore not surprising that in Rome, silk became symbolic of and a metaphor 
for an extravagant lifestyle, excess, and even anti-Roman behaviour. Men wearing 
silk were potentially disloyal, depraved and unmanly, and it was common 
propaganda to use this against rulers, such as Emperor Elagabalus in the third 
century CE, about whom the contemporary Herodian writes with contempt: “He 
loathed Greek and Roman garments because they were made of wool, in his 
opinion an inferior material; only the Serian cloth (silk) met with his approval.”

Cleopatra was said to wear quite inappropriate clothing of Chinese origin revealing 
her breasts, therefore also her vanity, bad morals and greed. Roman women 
wearing silk were considered immoral and easy to get because silk was said to be 
transparent and reveal more than conceal, as the Roman poet Horace puts it: “In 
her Coan silk you may see her, almost as if naked, so that she may not have a poor 
leg, an unsightly foot; you may measure her whole form with your eye.”

Figure 2   Fresco painting of two young Roman women wearing 
thin transparent fabric

Roman, 1-75 CE. Gift of Barbara 
and Lawrence Fleischman. J. Paul 
Getty Museum, Los Angeles. 

The moral discourse and metaphorical use of silk as a sign of bad character was in 
the classical world directly taken from the earlier tradition of looking down with 
suspicion on those wearing purple or foreign dress. 
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Textile innovations and loom technology
The warp-faced compound tabby is known in China as jin-silk. There are 
archaeological finds of this exquisite fabric in China and along the Silk Roads, 
but for a long time the origin of this weaving technique and the type of loom it 
was woven on were unknown. A significant archaeological discovery of a second 
century BCE Han Dynasty burial chamber of a woman in Chengdu has radically 
changed this. It contained four wooden models of pattern looms, doll-sized weavers 
and warping instruments, all in a miniature textile workshop. A pattern loom is a 
weaving device with a set of shafts with heddles that allow a pattern program to 
be installed and used to weave a repeating pattern. The Chengdu discovery of an 
integrated multi-shaft mechanism, and the use of treadle and pedal to power the 
loom, push this complex loom technology back in time. The advanced East Asian 
weaving technology of the treadle loom only came into use in Europe more than 
a millennium later.

This strongly suggests that the treadle loom and the jin-weaves originate in China, 
earlier than was previously believed. The treadle loom technology seems totally 
integrated into the craft and elite culture of second century BCE Chengdu, and the 
loom models illustrate their most delicate technical features.

Figure 3   Chengdu loom model

Photo: China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou, Zhejiang province.

On the other side of the Silk Roads, in central Asia, there were several pattern-
weaving methods in use but only weft-faced compound tabby and twill can be 
recognized as distinctive markers of central Asian weave structures. The former, 
now called taqueté was an imitation Chinese jin silk, with its same structure but 
turned 90 degrees in relation to jin silk. 
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The earliest examples were found at sites near the Mediterranean Sea: Masada in 
Israel and Dura-Europos in Syria. Masada is precisely dated to the 70s CE, so we can 
be confident that the taqueté technique was woven with wool fibre in the Levant 
and then spread to the East. The latter, a weft-faced compound twill, called samite or 
samit, was a development from taqueté and was first used in Persia and elsewhere in 
central Asia. Samite/samitum comes from Byzantine Greek hexamiton ‘six threads’, 
which probably refers to its complexity. Samites were the prime product, the most 
expensive and prestigious commodity on the western Silk Roads, right up until the 
Arab conquests. The samite technology spread along the Silk Roads to the East, 
and samite products became highly valued international commodities.

Figure 4   Fragments of silk from fabric no.1 from Oseberg, as drawn by Sofie Krafft

Photo: Ann Christine Eek. 
© Museum of Cultural 
History (UiO), Oslo, Norway. 
From Vedeler, 2014.
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In 834 CE, two women were buried in the large Oseberg Viking ship burial. The ship 
was loaded with goods, tools, sledges and a wagon, and many silk textiles. Among 
them were more than 110 silk samite fragments, woven in weft-faced compound 
twill, cut into narrow strips, and probably used as decoration and trimmings on 
clothing. A few have the Sassanian motif of a bird with a pearl tiara in its beak 
and could have been made in Sogdiana, Byzantium or the Levant. But most of 
the Oseberg silk strips are of Central Asian origin and were probably several 
generations old when deposited in the impressive burial mound. In contrast, the 
silks from the Viking town of Birka, Sweden, mainly come from the Byzantine area. 
Only one single silk damask, a tenth century find from Birka, may be from China, but 
in general, of the early medieval silks in Western Europe, two-thirds are Byzantine. 
The old Norse sagas speak of exquisite fabrics, silki (silk), pell (precious fabric) and 
guðvefr, literally meaning god-woven, a term for the finest fabrics, perhaps samite.

While the samite production can be sourced to Central Asia and Byzantium, only 
few silks have come to light in these areas and examples can instead be viewed in 
museums today in Europe and North America, along with the famous samite silks 
from grave finds in Achim and El-Sheik Ibada in ancient Antinoë, Egypt.

These samite strips could have come to Scandinavia via close contact with the Rus 
communities who settled along the Russian rivers. The Rus were well established 
and could negotiate favourable conditions with Byzantium. For example, if a Rus 
merchant lost a slave in Greek territory, he would be entitled to compensation of 
two pieces of silk; this was stated in a preserved agreement made between the 
Byzantine emperor and the Rus negotiators. However, there were maximum quotas 
of silk that Rus were allowed to purchase: silk to a maximum value of 50 bezants. 
Byzantium-sourced silks came from places with a long textile craft tradition, such 
as the Syrian cities of Antioch, Aleppo and Damascus.

While fashionable and luxury silk clothing items travelled north, the northerners 
exported fur products that fuelled luxury consumption in Byzantium and Central 
Asia, such as fur coats, but also fancy fur trimmings for hats and boots, and the fur 
hems of kaftans and collars. Fur offered different hues, which could create patterns 
and brilliance. The combination of fur and silk is popular in prestige clothing all the 
way to the renaissance kings of Europe, and still exists in the royal ermine robes.

Under the Umayyads (661–750), Abbasids (750–1258), the Ilkhanids (1256–1335) 
and the Mamluks (1250–1517), clothing could be used as simple payments to 
commoners, but diplomatic clothing gifts evolved into robes of honour (khilʿa, 
tashrīf in Arabic); a precious textile or garment that a ruler would bestow upon his 
elites, which they would wear in order to show their loyalty. The courts of caliphs, 
emirs and kings would seek to control silk production and trade, and to attract the 
best craftspeople for their services. Ancient written sources speak of a special fine 
silk fabric, ibrism silk, whose meaning is one of many enigmas. At the same time, a 
large private sector of textile businesses grew steadily to satisfy an ever-expanding 
market for silks and other luxury fabrics. 
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In the late tenth century, at least 4,000 people are assumed to have worked in silk 
and cotton manufacturing in Baghdad alone. A huge private and royal silk industry 
flourished in Baghdad in the ninth and tenth centuries, but only faint traces from 
archaeological remains testify to its existence. Early medieval Christian monasteries 
and churches have kept a few precious remains of Islamic textiles, reconfigured 
into church textiles.

Central Asian precious dyes, such as kermes from Armenia, would offer opportunities 
for exclusive designs of bright red silk and wool. Moreover, the texts of early Islamic 
geographers and historians praise Central Asia not only for silk but also for wool, 
linen, fur and especially fine cotton. This had wider ramifications beyond Eurasia, as 
scholars concur that weaving in West Africa truly took off around the tenth century, 
likely tied to increasing trade and the spread of Islam.

Figure 5   Samanid Mausoleum, Bukhara, Uzbekistan

This Samanid Mausoleum is a 
testimony to the wealth of the 
region. It is an iconic example 
of early Islamic architecture 
and displays a woven 
structure in its brick surface 
decoration. The Samanids 
ruled Transoxiana in the tenth 
century. Bukhara, Uzbekistan. 
Wikimedia Commons. 
https://ru.wikivoyage.org/
wiki/%D0%A4%D0%B0%D0%B9% 
D0%BB:UZ_Bukhara_Samanid-
mausoleum.jpg. 

The Abbasid Dynasty was particularly keen on Samanid fabrics and invested in 
palace textile workshops producing sophisticated patterns and techniques, such as 
the renowned tirāz (pl. ṭurūz). This textile has a rich history and multiple meanings: 
it is originally a Persian loan-word meaning decoration or embroidery. It then 
became a technical term referring to an inscription on fabric, or to a woven fabric 
or garment that bears such an inscription. The inscription could be an in-woven or 
embroidered name of rulers or caliphs, or it could praise Allah. The term tirāz then 
became the name for a workshop where such exquisite fabrics with inscriptions 
were produced, eventually becoming the name for other media (stone, timber, 
ceramics, glass) bearing an inscription. 
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The purpose of ṭurūz textiles, at least to begin with, may have been a form of tax or 
tribute that was paid by provinces in Central Asia to honour new rulers when they 
took power. The Arab author, Ibn Khaldūn, who wrote in the fourteenth century 
dedicated a whole chapter to tirāz textiles in the Muqaddimah, a political history of 
this earlier period. In this section of the text, he explains well how textiles manifest 
political, cultural and religious changes, and adapts to them:

The  tirāz: It is part of royal and governmental pomp and dynastic custom 
to have the names of rulers or their peculiar marks embroidered on the silk, 
brocade, or pure silk garments that are prepared for their wearing. The writing 
is brought out by weaving a gold thread or some other coloured thread of a 
colour different from that of the fabric itself into it. (Its execution) depends 
upon the skill of the weavers in designing and weaving it. Royal garments are 
embroidered with such a tirāz, in order to increase the prestige of the ruler or 
the person of lower rank who wears such a garment, or in order to increase 
the prestige of those whom the ruler distinguishes by bestowing upon them 
his own garment when he wants to honor them or appoint them to one of the 
offices of the dynasty.

The pre-Islamic non-Arab rulers used to make a tirāz of pictures and figures of 
kings, or (other) figures and pictures specifically (designed) for it. The Muslim 
rulers later on changed that and had their own names embroidered together 
with other words of good omen or prayer. In the Umayyad and ‘Abbasid 
dynasties, the  tirāz was one of the most splendid things and honours. The 
houses within the palaces in which such garments were woven were called 
‘tirāz houses’. The person who supervised them was called the ‘tirāz master’. He 
was in charge of the craftsmen, the implements, and the weavers in (the tirāz 
houses), the payment of their wages, the care of their implements, and the 
control of their work. (The office of tirāz master) was entrusted by the Abbasids 
to their intimates and their most trusted clients. The same was the case with the 
Umayyads in Spain and their successors, the reyes de taifas, as well as with the 
‘Ubaydid’ (Fatimids) in Egypt and the eastern non-Arab rulers contemporary 
with them. When luxury and cultural diversity receded with the receding power 
of the (great) dynasties, and when the number of (small) dynasties grew, the 
office and its administration completely ceased to exist in most dynasties. 
When, at the beginning of the sixth [twelfth] century, the Almohads succeeded 
the Umayyads, they did not have the  tirāz at the beginning of their dynasty, 
because they had been taught by their imam Muhammad b. Tumart al-Mahdi 
the ways of religion and simplicity. They were too austere to wear garments of 
silk and gold. The office (of the tirāz), therefore, had no place in their dynasty. 
Their descendants in the later (years) of the dynasty, however, re-established it 
in part, but it was not nearly as splendid (as before).
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Ibn Khaldūn continues his description with an overview of how the tirāz has spread 
and is produced in his contemporary fourteenth century for the elite cultures 
around the Mediterranean:

At the present time, we have personally seen quite a lot of (tirāz manufacture) 
in the flourishing and proud Merinid dynasty in the Maghrib. The Merinids had 
learned it from the contemporary dynasty of the Ibn al-Ahmar (Nasrids) in Spain. 
They (in turn) followed the  tirāz customs of the  reyes de taifas  and achieved 
in this respect something that speaks for itself. In the contemporary Turkish 
dynasty of Egypt and Syria, the tirāz is very much cultivated in accordance with 
the importance of the realm (of that dynasty) and the civilization of its country. 
However, the tirāz is not produced within the houses and palaces of the dynasty, 
and it is not an office of the dynasty. (The tirāz) which is required by the dynasty 
is woven by craftsmen familiar with the craft, from silk and pure gold. They call 
it zarkash, a Persian word. The name of the ruler or amir is embroidered on it. It is 
made by craftsmen for the dynasty, together with other fine products, such as are 
fitting for (the dynasty) and are produced for it.

Figure 6   Silk and metal-thread slit tapestry roundel, 
first half of the fourteenth century

Warps are of undyed z-spun silk, and wefts are polychrome unspun silk yarns, as well as gold wefts 
with a cotton core. An elegant ruler is clad in a blue and gold robe or kaftan girded by a gold belt and 
seated on his throne. He wears a beard and a Persian style crown. The ruler is flanked by two seated 
men, both wearing kaftans. One is probably an Arab or Persian nobleman clad in a red kaftan and 
a blue turban. On the other side, a Mongol prince or general, beardless, and wearing a helmet-like 
hat is seated on a folding chair. Two guards behind the enthroned ruler wear the same helmet-like 
hats. Under the dignitary is a blue tortoise, a typical Chinese symbol of longevity and endurance. 
The medallion is decorated with an outer band of good wishes woven in Arabic golden letters, and 
bands of animals and imaginary creatures. 
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Perhaps the exquisite silk slit tapestry medallion (Figure 6) was produced in such 
a workshop in Ilkhanid Iran or Iraq by master craftsmen. In 1258 the Abbasid rule 
ended when Bagdad was conquered by the Mongols. The successful man of the 
hour was Chinggis Khan’s grandson, Hulegu, who took the title of ll-Khan to signal 
that he was subordinate to the Great Mongul Khans of China. The Ilkhanid Dynasty 
ruled for some generations until it collapsed around 1335. The men depicted are 
differentiated in rank, clothing and ethnic markers, and they surround the ruler in 
the centre, probably an Ilkhanid prince. Mongol dignitaries and guards are shown 
as beardless and wear helmets, while Persians or Arabs wear elaborate turbans and 
colourful kaftans. The silk tapestry unites symbolic and aesthetic concepts from 
both the Islamic and Chinese realms, and the men manifest the union of different 
ethnic and political groups, Mongols, Persians and Arabs: an idealized image of the 
late Pax Mongolica, as art historian, Kjeld von Folsach, expresses it. The roundel also 
highlights the great technical opportunities offered by tapestry. The kesi technique 
was – in the fourteenth century – mainly used in China, yet the tapestry is executed 
with a gold thread with a cotton core suggesting that the piece was woven in 
cotton-producing regions outside China, but perhaps woven by Chinese craftsmen 
abroad or local weavers supervised by Chinese kesi experts.

Silk and textiles as resources for innovation
European interest in raw silks from China and Central Asia rose steadily in the Middle 
Ages, initially via the Byzantine capital, Constantinople, and then from ports in the 
Black Sea, Egypt and the Levant. This trade rose sharply following the capture of 
Jerusalem by knights of the First Crusade in 1099, which intensified connections 
between Europe and Asia. The main beneficiaries were Italian city-states, which 
soon began importing larger quantities of raw silk (as well as other goods) from 
China and Central Asia. These links were also aided by the westward expansion 
of the Mongol Empire under the leadership of Chinggis Khan and his successors, 
whose conquests led to quicker, cheaper and easier exchanges both locally and 
over long distances. 

Imports from Asia helped stimulate a creative and innovative revolution in Europe, 
generating new techniques and patterns as well as new technologies. The lampas 
woven fabrics, especially, fuelled innovation in patterning and loom techniques 
for the treadle loom in medieval Europe. This loom technology had been in use for 
more than 1,000 years in China to weave jin-silks.

China played a major role on the world market of raw silk for more than a thousand 
years, as is documented in written medieval sources. Yet, South Asia had also long 
been an important source for silk production and exports, which had already 
established contact with Roman traders via trade networks in the Indian Ocean. 
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The Asian dominance of the silk market began to shift in the fourteenth century, 
pushed by political shock: escalating conflicts disrupted the millennia-long Chinese 
export of silk westwards. As a result, the price of raw silk surged on European 
markets. In the final years of the fourteenth century, the value of silk thread came 
close to that of gold. 

The political crisis became a trade crisis and an economic crisis, but innovation 
followed: in the early fifteenth century the Chinese white mulberry (Morus alba) 
came to Europe and began to be successfully cultivated. Silk cultivation in Italy 
grew in the following centuries, with sericultural production peaking in the early 
nineteenth century CE. Lombardy alone more than doubled its raw silk production 
in the first half of the 1800s. 

New silk institutions also emerged outside Italy. In Valencia, for example, the 
Lonja de la Seda ‘Silk Exchange’ was erected between 1482 and 1533 to regulate 
and promote the city’s silk trade. It was both a financial centre, a courthouse for 
commercial conflicts, and a debt prison for defaulting silk merchants. 

Figure 7   The Valencia Lonja de la Seda ‘Silk Exchange’

The Valencia Lonja de la 
Seda ‘Silk Exchange’ was built 
between 1482 and 1533.  
It is today honoured by 
UNESCO as a World Heritage 
Site of cultural significance 
for its “outstanding universal 
value as it is a wholly 
exceptional example of a 
secular building in late Gothic 
style, which dramatically 
illustrates the power and 
wealth of one of the great 
Mediterranean mercantile 
cities.” The impressive pillars are 
shaped like z-spun threads. 

Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spain_Valencia_-_
Lonja_de_la_Seda.jpg 
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Italy was thus a leading global producer over several centuries, first of silk fabrics 
and then of silk threads, remaining the world’s second largest exporter of silk 
threads after China well into the 1930s. We should therefore not think of European 
silk cultivation and silk weaving as short business ventures or mere adjuncts to 
Chinese or Asian dominance, in fact, Central Asia and Europe would adapt over 
the centuries to the opportunities presented by the strategic changes in China’s 
foreign trade, or by political unrest in Asia and Europe. 

Knitting is another innovation that is relevant to both technological development 
of textiles and fashion. It consists of loops of interlocked yarn that is created 
with knitting needles. It is believed that knitting was invented around 1000 CE, 
perhaps in Italy, though there are various structures similar to the knitted items 
found in northwest China from the first millennium BCE, so it could have been 
invented independently in several places; this scenario is actually suggested 
by at least three different knitting techniques attested today, each with its own 
cultural history. The Umayyads probably brought Arab knitting techniques to 
the southern Iberian peninsula, and the Spanish and Portuguese brought it to 
South America. Another technique is the continental European knitting practised 
from northern Europe to northern Italy, while the English knitting technique of 
the British Isles was brought to North America. The knitted items are the same 
globally, but hands and yarn move differently in each continent to obtain their 
own unique result. Knitting was not as popular in Asia, probably because it did 
not correspond well to the dressing ideals. 

In Europe, especially during the so-called Little Ice Age (1600–1850), when 
temperatures were slightly lower, knitting became an industry of great importance 
and the need for mittens, hats, socks and stockings grew every year. Knitting 
can transform a cheap raw material – wool – into a trade commodity of value 
without tools, staff or workshops, and could thus be done while tending sheep 
or children. The European middle-class male fashion of tight stockings and felted 
knitted caps, as worn in portraits of Luther or Erasmus of Rotterdam, would further 
fuel production. Estimates suggest that in Queen Elizabeth I’s England, 100,000 
professional knitters were at work, with each knitter capable of producing 100 
pairs of socks, mittens or stockings annually, amounting to 20 million items per 
year. The market was hungry and demanded both coarse knitted wool items and 
the finest silk knitted gloves and stockings. 

In the twentieth century, knitted clothing items became the symbol of leisure and 
sport, and are now worn and produced worldwide. It is also one of the few textile 
production techniques practised outside factories, for pleasure: as personalized 
clothing for newborns, as activism or as a do-it-yourself craft.



382  •  TEXTILES AND CLOTHING

Espionage, copies and textiles
Gifts are wrapped for many purposes: peace treaties, ransom for prisoners, 
sweeteners in negotiations, corruption, marriage alliances or gifts from 
ambassadors to ease diplomacy. Silk and textiles are useful to serve all these 
purposes, and one can even speak of ‘silken diplomacy’. In the Rules and 
Regulations of the Abbasid Court, it is stated that in the year 977 CE the wealthy 
Adud al-Dawla sent the Caliph gifts amounting to 500 garments in a full range of 
qualities, from the finest to the coarsest.

However, trade and gifts are not the only way of acquiring precious goods or 
technologies. A technical advantage was jealously guarded and systems of protection 
and secrecy were established to protect markets, designs and techniques. Some of 
the first narratives of the Silk Roads are rooted in this technological protectionism 
and secrecy. 

The earliest history of silk on the Silk Roads involves espionage. According to 
legend, the technology of sericulture and silk production was jealously guarded 
in China for millennia. It is told that this secrecy was broken by two spy monks 
who brought silkworm eggs to Europe concealed in a hollow cane. It took audacity 
and ingenuity to smuggle the silkworms out of China; these stories are a literary 
topos of the courageous male adventurer who defeats the system and becomes 
rich and famous. 

Espionage is a constant figure in textile manufacturing, and textile spies travelled 
the Silk Roads. Christian missionaries travelled to southern India to preach 
Christianity, but as a side-hustle they also discovered how South Indian dyers could 
fix dyes on cotton. This proved to be extremely valuable technical knowledge and 
was instrumental in the commercial success of Thüringen, a state in Germany, 
which became a major European producer of blue dye from woad, Isatis tinctoria.

Another constant companion of textiles and dress along the Silk Roads – in the past 
as well as today – was the existence of copies, fakes, imitations and inventors of 
cheaper versions; a phenomenon that extended to the Americas. 

In 1707–1708, Jean de Monségur, was in Mexico (Nueva España), the Spanish colonial 
territory of North America, on a mission of industrial and commercial espionage on 
behalf of King Louis XIV of France and his grandson, Philip V of Spain. In Mexico 
City, the continent’s largest city, Monségur compiled his detailed intelligence 
report on the legal and illegal trade, especially in textiles, between India, China, 
Mexico and Europe. He describes the imports from Europe and the consumption 
patterns of the local population and the Spaniards, as well as prices, corruption, 
trade and networks. The secret report particularly concerned the consumption and 
trade of textiles, clothing and fashion, as well as luxury items, including wigs and 
fans, coming to Spanish Mexico as imports.
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In the second half of the seventeenth century, Paris had become the centre stage 
of European fashion in terms of production, design and techniques, which also 
saw the emergence of a luxury-shopping environment with boutiques and fashion 
houses. Fashion magazines, such as Le Mercure Galant, reported on style and 
new trends from the royal court. The largest Parisian fashion houses, such as the 
Gaultier family business, supplied wardrobes to the royal family and the nobility, 
and held shares in the French East Asian Company. King Louis XIV and his minister, 
Jean-Baptiste Colbert, invested in fashion and textile production as an important 
innovative sector to showcase France’s greatness. Colbert saw the dual potential 
of fashion and textiles as a strategic export sector to European and global markets 
and as a means of visualizing the political power of the monarchy. He therefore 
worked purposefully to combine excellent design with technical innovation.

However, illegal imports of foreign textiles and luxury products had long been a 
challenge for French trade and domestic production. The policy of mercantilism to 
restrict imports and strengthen exports could only be maintained with difficulty 
in the case of grain and metals, but when it came to luxury items and fashion, it 
was even harder to protect the external borders. The desire for foreign luxuries was 
enormous. As colourful, cheap fabrics flooded the market, France and other nations 
took legal steps to ban the import and use of Asian printed and painted textiles to 
protect local production – a measure that proved only partially successful. 

In New Spain, cheap but fashionable copy fabrics from Asia arrived via trading 
posts in the Philippines, flooding the market and putting pressure on European 
goods in terms of price and quality. Monségur writes:

“In the past, Asian goods were frowned upon in both Mexico and Peru; but now 
the Chinese have got hold of our patterns and designs, which they have utilized 
well and can today produce quality goods, although not everything that comes 
over there can match the European standard… The times are over where one 
could assume that the Chinese are clumsy, without talent or trade talent, or that 
their goods are not in demand due to the peculiar designs; in both Mexico and 
Peru, and also in many places in Europe, their goods are now passionately in 
demand and often more than the European. China has greatly adapted to our 
fashion, so we see their goods traded in Mexico, almost the entire range including 
stockings and silk ribbons. The people on the Coromandel coast and in Bengal 
have also developed the same strategy in the last 10 years to imitate our textiles, 
and since all goods over there are cheaper than what we produce ourselves, it can 
actually be concluded that Mexico today can very well do without our goods, also 
because people are not quality conscious enough to see the difference in quality.”

Even if Jean de Monségur insisted that products of French and European origin were 
of better quality and considered more beautiful, he clearly describes how Chinese 
silks were highly competitive because of their lower prices. In Mexico, he reports with 
surprise that even commoners wore Chinese silk clothing because it was affordable. 
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Moreover, Chinese craftsmen were skilled in imitating European fabrics and trends, 
such as patterned silk ribbons or knitted stockings, and European designs were copied 
and produced at lower cost in China. Monségur’s report concludes that France and 
Spain should work together to outcompete and exclude counterfeit products from 
China and India. The French fashion industry today has an annual turnover of more 
than €30 billion and the pressure from Asia remains a challenge.

Human mobility and textile production
Itinerant craftspeople are part of textile production beyond the household; skilled 
weavers would seek opportunities away from home. On a larger scale, textile labour 
could be moved from one region to another, upon invitation or as forced labour. 

There were large-scale forced movements of textile workers within the Mongol 
Empire. When the victorious Mongols conquered new land, they carefully selected 
artisans, especially weavers, and spared their lives because they were crucial to the 
expanding empire’s needs and ambitions. Weavers were highly important for the 
new rulers because they could “robe their empire” as Thomas Allsen writes.

In the early modern period, history’s largest forced labour movement occurred: the 
enslavement of West Africans and their forced transportation to another continent, 
North America. The transatlantic slave trade forcefully displaced around 13 million 
people to mainly work in the textile industry, primarily for the cultivation of cotton 
and indigo. 

Just as it was a century ago, cotton harvesting is still very labour intensive. Every 
year from September to October, millions of cotton workers are needed to pick 
cotton in countries such as Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, India, the US 
and China. Cotton pledges have been signed by textile and fashion companies 
committed to banning forced labour in the cotton harvests in Asia, yet the massive 
need for labour and the low price of cotton are obstacles to this effort.

The garment industry today employs 40 million people worldwide, 60 per cent of 
whom are in the Asia-Pacific region. It is a labour-intensive sector, bringing income to 
millions of families. Working conditions are still a matter of struggle and negotiation 
and can often be poor, in part because of the pressure to constantly seek the lowest 
production costs and therefore consumer prices. This can have terrible implications 
for the health and sanitation, even basic safety, of the workers. For example, when 
the poorly constructed Rana Plaza complex in Bangladesh collapsed in 2013, more 
than 1,100 garment workers lost their lives. 
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Figure 8   Christmas greetings from the West Indies

Danish postcard from the cotton plantation ‘Bettys Hope’ on the island of Saint Croix, a Danish 
colony until 1917 and today the US Virgin Islands. The enslaved or former enslaved cotton workers 
are mainly women, who are dressed in fine white dresses and straw hats for the photo occasion.
The Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen.

Power and identity
Clothing visualizes power, and dress can serve as a political instrument to embody 
power, legacy and glory. This was used politically throughout Eurasia and clothing 
became a way to address ethnic and national identity and aspirations. 

From the rulers of antiquity, Alexander the Great, Chinese emperors, Mongol rulers, 
western kings and emperors, all Eurasian rulers expressed power through clothing. 
Clothing is a flexible, portable means of expressing grandeur, glory and ambition. 
In male rulership, we observe over time how clothing emphasizes the ruler’s head, 
his shoulders and torso, and how a belt highlights his bodily strength. Jewellery, 
weapons and other royal insignia garnish the overall look.

Western dress practices became symbolic of a progressive mindset among the elite 
in many parts of Eurasia. In the late seventeenth century, Peter the Great imposed 
Western clothing on the civil administration of Russia. In Meiji era Japan, the ruler 
and his family adopted full Western costumes. The Japanese emperor would wear 
the sebiro, the Japanese term for ‘suit’ derived from Savile Row in London, the main 
street for gentlemen’s tailors.
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Figure 9   The last emir of Bukhara, Alim Khan (1880–1994)

Dressed in a deep blue silk robe 
decorated with tulips and irises. 
He wears a turban and a large 
golden belt. 
Photo: Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii. 
Wikimedia Commons. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Alim_Khan_(1880%E2%80%931944),_
Emir_of_Bukhara,_photographed_by_S.M._
Prokudin-Gorskiy_in_1911.jpg

Figure 10   Emperor Meiji in 1873

Dressed in Western military 
parade uniform and with 
an admiral hat. 
Photo by Uchida Kuichi (内田九一) 
(1844–1875). Albumen silver print from 
glass negative with applied colour. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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In other places, such as India and Afghanistan, rulers would alternate between 
Western and local dress. The traditional costume ensured stability and legitimacy, 
whereas the Western costume signalled progressiveness and modernity. Indian 
maharajahs would alternate between formal Western dress and Indian princely 
dress. The Afghan emir and then king from 1919 to 1929, Amanullah Khan, in his 
attempt to modernize and westernize the new Afghan state, wore Western attire. 

In the early twentieth century, we witness a new development in clothing as a sign of 
identity, as clothing became so accessible and cheap that rulers could demand that 
their subjects dress in a certain way and adapt their clothing to the ruler’s politics. While 
historically a ruler’s clothes would reflect identity, status and political ambitions, in 
the twentieth century this shifted away from lavish, expensive materials to make way 
for commonplace textiles and designs. Nevertheless, this model was also one that 
set the tone for others. It was expected that the general population should likewise 
mirror their rulers’ clothing, and with it, their values, political beliefs and ambitions. 
Some leaders were highly interventionist on the topic of dress. For example, the 
Greek dictator, Theodoros Pangalos, imposed a moral dress law stipulating that 
women’s dresses should not rise more than 30 cm from the ground. Ataturk’s 1925 
Turkish Hat Law is another historical example of how clothing regulations became 
a political instrument to orient, redress or even change the mentality of an entire 
society. Wearing a Western hat and abandoning the traditional Ottoman and Islamic 
headgear of the turban and fez became a political act of adherence to the Kemalist 
republic. Men’s headgear became a potent symbol of ideology, and the wrong hat 
was penalized with fines and, occasionally, even with capital punishment.

Figure 11  Three types of gentlemen’s attire, Yalta Conference 

This iconic photograph from 
4 February 1945 at the Yalta 
Conference displays three types 
of gentlemen’s attire. Churchill, 
to the left, wears a beige-grey 
double-breasted wool coat with 
military distinctions on the epaulets, 
yet civilian in its cut; he holds a 
Persian-style fur hat. Roosevelt, in 
the centre, wears a civilian suit and 
cape with tresses and a fur collar. 
Stalin is dressed in military uniform 
with the Soviet style double-
breasted dark grey coat and military 
distinctions on the epaulets: the 
design of the Soviet army uniform 
mirrors both the earlier Tsarist 
uniform and the contemporary 
European uniform. The man standing 
behind the three statesmen wears a 
dark blue-black military uniform of 

the Western allies with a step collar. The polished footwear of the three world leaders rests upon an 
elegant Persian knotted carpet from western Iran, forming a connection between them. 
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Clothes hence became a marker of national identity for the entire population. 
In the twentieth century, standardized clothing for the civilian population 
was regularly enforced in Eurasia, most famously in Chairman Mao’s Cultural 
Revolution. At the foundation of the Republic of China in 1912, republican leader 
Sun Yat-sen introduced the male Chinese tunic suit, the Zhongshan suit (中山装; 
Zhōngshān zhuāng), which in its revolutionary design emphasized equality and 
functionality. The suit gained popularity and power in the People’s Republic of 
China and became especially associated with Chinese Communist leader,  Mao 
Zedong, hence its western name, the ‘Mao suit’.

Military technology in the twentieth century made soldiers increasingly 
vulnerable. As a result, camouflage textile designs were developed to meet the 
new requirements for bodily security. Yet, while uniform colours and prints may 
have adapted to the landscape, as a rule, uniform design and cut follow those 
of the country’s allies and ambitions. This became clear in the uniform designs 
used across Eurasia during the Cold War, with a ‘communist’ style of uniform 
in countries allied with the Soviet Union or China versus the ‘capitalist’ NATO 
styles used by allied nations of the West. Two expressions inferring ‘textiles’ were 
coined at the end of the Cold War in Europe: the ‘Velvet Revolution’ in Prague, 
Czechoslovakia, in 1989, and the ‘Fall of the Iron Curtain’, describing the fall of 
the division between NATO allies and Soviet allies. The expressions play on both 
the softness of fabric (velvet) and its capacity to cover and conceal (iron). In 
the popular media, however, it was not velvet and curtains that young people 
of the East would cherish in the West, but denim and jeans, symbols of youth 
and political and moral freedom. Both of these textiles had a long history before 
they embodied these values: denim comes from ‘de Nîmes’ from the French city 
of Nîmes in Provence, a major producer of blue dye from woad (Isatis tinctoria) 
and therefore synonymous with blue cotton tabby or twill cloth; and jeans is 
the French pronunciation of Gênes, the Italian city of Genova, from where such 
fabrics were exported. 

With the end of the Cold War, new uniforms had to be designed to reflect this 
new power balance, the political and military aspirations, and references to the 
historical heritage of the individual countries. 

Over time, across Eurasia and throughout the world, rulers have tried to control 
people by regulating their clothing. These regulations can be prescriptive 
or proscriptive, and each have gendered social meanings and ramifications. 
Prescriptive clothing regulations – from the military to school uniforms – are 
often used for political and social alignment, to visually express unity, loyalty and 
adherence. Proscriptive clothing regulations, in contrast, ban, prohibit or shame 
dress practices of certain individuals or groups.
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Figure 12  New uniform designs with ikat pattern for Tajik female police officers 

These prototypes were 
presented to President 
Emomali Rahmon during 
his working visit to the 
northern Sughd province 
on 7 April, 2021. 
Photo: Interior Ministry, Tajikistan.

Clothing regulations can be social or legal, and across Eurasia there have been many 
attempts to regulate how people dress to enforce an ideal, or to protect national 
production output from foreign goods. Sumptuary laws (from Latin sumptus, 
meaning expense) could regulate both manufacturing and trade, as well as national 
moral economies that would affect consumption patterns and values. Although 
sumptuary laws could also regulate the use and practice of jewellery, feasts or 
funerals, the main objective was always to dress, with greater significance given to the 
fabrics, fibres, weave and decoration more than to the cuts and tailoring. Sumptuary 
laws reinforced social, gendered and racial hierarchies in society, expressing them 
visually. When the founder of the Ming Dynasty, Chinese Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang 
ascended to the throne in 1368, he banned the former Yuan Dynasty’s Mongol style 
of ‘barbaric’ clothing, ordering a return to the clothing style of the Han Dynasty. 
Sumptuary laws are mostly conservative in nature and aim to maintain traditional 
order, and to prevent new social dynamics. In Lima, Peru, in wealthy Spanish colonial 
America, sumptuary laws stipulated that women of African or mixed African and 
European descent were prohibited from wearing woollen cloth, silks or lace. 

Nevertheless, historians tend to conclude that the direct effects of sumptuary laws were 
limited. Forbidden luxury fabrics only reappeared as cheaper copies, and labels of illegal 
goods were simply switched when traded. As the reach of global products expanded 
with improved trade, distribution and transportation, the traders and businessmen 
with international portfolios became powerful lobbyists to help liberalize imports. 
Nevertheless, vestiges of these sumptuary laws persisted and included concepts of 
modesty, frugality and morality, which had been applied to textiles and clothing.
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As the process of globalization intensified – brought about through technological 
breakthroughs in transport, communication and trade – it played a role in the 
evolution of standardized forms of dress. This process was neither chronologically 
nor geographically consistent, but places that were more closely connected 
evolved at a different pace to the more remote areas. Some wonderful examples 
of the wealth and diversity of clothing in Eurasia were captured in the seminal 
photo collections of Albert Kahn and Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii at the 
turn of the nineteenth to twentieth century, which encapsulate the tradition of 
wearing rich, unique fabrics by local populations in Central Asia and beyond. In the 
twentieth century these also began to disappear and, today, traditional costumes 
are mainly reserved for tourism and museums.

Figure 13  Fabric merchant in Samarkand 

Photographed between 1905 and 1915 by Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorski. The merchant’s 
goods include striped silks, printed cotton and wool fabrics, as well as carpets. Sheets of paper are 
attached to the wooden beams, probably listing prices and fabric qualities. He wears a white turban 
and a silk coat adorned with Chinese-inspired floral motifs. To his right is a measuring stick. 
Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gorskii_03948u.jpg

Globalization of dress 
In the history of the Silk Roads, the textiles and clothing of the elite are well 
represented. We hear of ambassadors’ silk clothing with in-woven pearl roundels, 
precious textile gifts bestowed upon and shared between rulers, or precious 
clothing kept in elite graves or temple shrines. Much less is known about the attire 
of ordinary people on the Silk Road, or their trade. 

Sometimes archaeology comes to the rescue. The Sassanian tunic of Chehrābād 
is called Sassanian due to its chronology and the location of the find, but it is not 
of the silken type with an in-woven pearl roundel motif, and it did not belong to a 
Sassanian king. It was woven of monochrome cotton and belonged to a salt mine 
worker, perhaps trapped and killed when the mine collapsed. 
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The fabric was cut and sewn into a knee-length tunic with long sleeves. Perhaps 
the tailor knew the body size of the man or about his hard toil in the salt mines 
as gussets were inserted in the armpit areas and at the hips to provide greater 
freedom of movement.

Figure 14  Sassanian tunic of Chehrābād, Iran 

The tunic is hand spun and hand 
woven, perhaps by family members. 
As the warp threads are z-twisted and 
the weft is s-twisted, and as the s- and 
z-spun yarns are of slightly different 
thread diameters, textile archaeologists 
have concluded that two different 
persons had spun the 4.5 km yarn 
used to make this tunic. The yarn is 
well spun, so well that it still holds 
today. Someone then wove the fabric, 
although not with great expertise 
nor care as weaving mistakes occur 
in many places, as if woven in a hurry, 
or maybe because this was, after all, a 
work outfit. Nevertheless, the quality 
is still good given that only the trained 
eye would notice such lapses. 

Photo: N. Kanani, Salt Men Museum, Zanjan, Islamic Republic of Iran. With kind permission from the excavators.

Textiles and clothing have historically always been expensive items due to the 
time-consuming nature of their production. However, the manufacturing process 
accelerated greatly with industrialization, creating a global mass market with prices 
falling for producers and consumers alike. In the nineteenth century, even people 
with low incomes could purchase relatively high-quality clothing. This radically 
changed the use of skills and handicrafts, and it also had a great impact on fashion, 
perceptions and the realities of gender roles, as well as on social mobility, as it 
became harder to identify people’s socio-economic background simply by looking 
at their clothes.

The history of textile production has always been linked to cheap labour. 
Shepherding, sericulture and cotton and flax cultivation require many hands, a 
lot of time, constant tending, efficiency, and standardized tools and techniques. 
The mechanization of the clothing industry and textile production therefore 
dramatically changed vast sectors of the labour force, as well as the concept of 
traditional handicrafts. It truly revolutionized society.

The Derwent Valley in central England was home to the first silk weaving workshops, 
and later cotton mills at Comford where Richard Arkwright’s inventions in the 
eighteenth century were put into industrial-scale production.  He introduced the 
spinning frame, adapted it to use waterpower, and patented a rotary carding engine.
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The river Derwent provided the power to drive the cotton mills. Arkwright’s 
achievement was to combine power, machinery, semi-skilled labour and the 
new raw material of cotton to create mass-produced yarn. In the Derwent Valley, 
the textile workers’ housing remains intact, representing the socio-economic 
development that had been achieved thanks to textile production.

Figure 15  Weavers’ housing, North Street, Cromford 

The UNESCO World 
Heritage Site of the 
Derwent Valley in central 
England. 
Credit line: Alethe. Creative 
Commons. https://www.wikiwand.
com/en/Cromford_Mill.

Figure 16  Detail of a court dress or robe à la française 

Dauphine, lozenge 
effect and cannelé 
simpleté, striped, self-
patterned weave. Silk, 
pompom ornaments 
called les sourcils de 
hanneton (‘beetle’s 
eyelashes’). Silk, silver 
metal-wrapped thread. 
Lyon (fabrics), ca. 1750. MT 
29831. 
Musée des Tissus et des Arts 
Décoratifs, Lyon, France.

The French city of Lyon, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, inscribed in 1998, was the 
centre of a eighteenth–nineteenth century ‘tiger economy’. The hill of Croix-Rousse 
housed factories and the homes of silk workers, with every street filled with the 
clamorous sounds of the mechanical looms. With its 30,000 canuts (the nickname 
for Lyon’s silk workers) this industrious district turned Lyon into a major centre for 
textile production, especially silk weaving, providing garments for the royal court 
and the nobility of the eighteenth century, and for the expanding bourgeoisie in 
nineteenth century Europe. 
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While historically only the privileged few would have much choice in terms of 
wardrobe, by the nineteenth century more people could use clothing to visually 
express their personalities and their ambitions.

Globalized fashion
Historian, Giorgio Riello, argues that in the early modern period, fashion was about 
the “new in space”, meaning that fashion was fuelled by the adoption of exotic and 
foreign goods, and it therefore became a globalizing force.

In Europe, bourgeois women’s dress of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
provided rich illustrations of the impact of the Silk Roads, both in terms of their 
textiles as well as their designs. Some Western ladies would adopt the fashionable 
and soft pashmina shawl with a paisley pattern; a fashion item travelling westwards 
from Iran, Central Asia and India to European fashion shops, and reflecting the 
close bonds between Britain and Asia in an imperial and colonial context. By the 
early nineteenth century, young and fashionable women in European royal families 
would inspire others to wear these colourful soft shawls as a new accessory, 
the most iconic ‘influencer’ being Empress Joséphine of France who integrated 
pashmina fabrics and paisley patterns into her wardrobe, in her clothing and 
shawls (Figure 17). In the Danish royal family, one can observe the love of paisley 
patterns on the soft wool shawls over two generations (Figure 18.a.b).

Figure 17  Portrait of French Empress Joséphine of France 

Wearing a red and a white paisley 
patterned shawl in 1808. 
Painting by Antoine-Jean Gros. 
Musée Masséna, Nice. 
Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Imp%C3%A9ratrice_Jos%C3%A9phine_Portrait_-_
Mus%C3%A9e_Mass%C3%A9na_Nice.jpg
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Figure 18  Portraits of the Danish royal family 

18a. Family portrait of the Danish royal family in 1821. 
Painting by C.W. Eckersberg. Both Queen Marie and 
her eldest daughter, Princess Caroline, wear fine wool 
shawls with paisley patterns. 

Women of the Spanish Empire would wear the mantón de Manila,  also known 
as the Spanish shawl, which is now mainly worn by flamenco dancers or those 
showcasing Spanish history for the benefit of tourists. The shawl takes its Spanish 
name from Manila in the Philippines from where it was traded eastwards over the 
Pacific into the Spanish Empire of the Americas. Originally, it was a silk garment 
woven in Southern China and adorned with embroideries and traded from the late 
sixteenth century from China via Manila and the Spanish-American colonies, then 
further into Europe via Spain. This route was also part of the elaborate network 
of the Silk Roads that were not solely confined to overland routes or to the 
passage from East to West, but which also involved trans-Pacific and trans-Atlantic 
connections. The silk trade, like the Silk Roads, became a global phenomenon 
after the Europeans engaged trade links with the Americas and Asia.

18b. Crown Princess Vilhelmine Marie 
(1808–1891). Portrait by Louis Aumont, 1831. 
The younger princess, Vilhelmine, continues 
to follow her mother and sister in enjoying 
the pleasure of paisley shawls in her own 
wardrobe, as can be seen in her portrait 
ten years later, as Crown Princess, wearing 
a fashionable black dress and hat and 
a purple paisley shawl. 
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Figure 19   Even in remote villages in 1900, industrially woven, 
colourful printed fabrics were accessible 

They were likely used, re-used, 
sewn and mended, highlighting 
the striking impact of the dyes. 
At this time, dyes were chemically 
bonded and stemmed from the 
industrial competition between 
Germany, France and the UK in 
the race to patent new synthetic 
dyes. The result could be seen 
worldwide, including in this 
photo of three girls taken in a 
rural area around 500 kilometres 
north of Moscow in 1909.
Photo: Serge Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii. 
Wikimedia Commons. https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Sergey_Prokudin-Gorsky

Clothing is a revolutionary matter!
As a consequence of the French Revolution, on the 8 Brumaire, year II (29 October 
1793), clothing regulations were abolished and French citizens were granted the 
freedom to dress as they wished, as a basic human right: “Everyone is free to wear 
whatever clothing and accessories of his sex that he finds pleasing.” However, the 
same decree stipulated the obligation to visibly wear the cocarde emblem of the 
French revolutionary colours of blue, white and red, and that the clothing be gender-
appropriate and respect earlier dress regulations. This was the principle. However, 
imposing such ideals proved rather more difficult than issuing such orders.

Ideologies have shaped the Silk Roads, and ideologies were forged in an environment 
where textile production was a sign of wealth and trade. Adam Smith wrote in An 
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations in 1776 that trade was 
not only mutually beneficial to trade partners but was also beneficial to society as a 
whole. To illustrate this argument, he explored the competitive advantages of cloth 
compared to wheat, and how there was mutual benefit in trading systems where 
buyers and sellers could match their goods, prices and expectations. 

Two Germans with particular histories of textile and clothing would change 
the political landscape of the nineteenth century. Friedrich Engels was the 
scion of the family behind the cotton company Baumwollspinnerei Ermen & 
Engels  in  Nordrhein-Westfalen, Germany, later settling in Manchester at a time 
when it was perhaps the leading centre for cotton trade and manufacturing in 
the world. He shared his insights with his close friend Karl Marx who was greatly 
influenced and by Engels and his ideas, but by the textile industry in particular. 
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In Das Kapital, Marx chose as his example yards of linen and their equivalency 
as a coat; the coat itself becoming a standard measure of labour, resources and 
techniques. Marx and Engels coined the expression Lumpenproletariat to denote 
the lowest social classes, linking it to textiles, meaning the ‘proletariat of rags’.

Figure 20   Graph illustrating the equivalencies between one coat, 
20 yards of linen and other commodities

As explained in the first chapter 
of Das Kapital by Karl Marx, 
published in 1867.

Figure 21   To serve the revolution, the team is trained in spinning 
and weaving cotton for the ‘people’. 

操作练兵为革命纺
纱织布为人民 
Poster of a painting, 
1973.
The Royal Danish Library, 
Copenhagen.

The Silk Roads continue to exist in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries
In 2013, the largest exporter of textiles by far was China (US$274 billion), a long 
way ahead of India (US$40 billion), Italy (US$36 billion), Germany (US$35 billion), 
Bangladesh (US$28 billion) and Pakistan (US$27 billion). However, these figures do 
not indicate the full value of the textile sector. For example, in the case of Pakistan, 
textiles account for 70 per cent of national exports, while in Bangladesh, the Ready-
Made Garment (RMG) sector amounts to more than 80 per cent of exports. The 
economic and social stability of these countries therefore relies heavily on textiles, 
their production and the consumption patterns of other parts of the world.

1 coat 
10 lbs of tea 
40 lbs of coffee 
1 quarter of corn 
2 ounces of gold 
½ a ton of iron 
x Commodity A, etc.

= 
 20 yards 
of linen
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The Silk Roads are entwined pathways, paved roads and steep mountainous paths 
that form an overland network from Western Europe to Eastern China, interrupted 
regularly by control posts. There are also maritime Silk Roads, seaways forming 
networks from the Mediterranean across the Indian Ocean and the South China 
Sea, over the Pacific and back to Europe. 

The traffic on the maritime Silk Roads has increased as a result of the technologies 
available for sailing, navigation, fossil fuels, as well as cargo and freight standards, 
and the introduction of international law. Since 1869, the Suez Canal has provided 
direct access between the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean, inaugurating a 
new pathway for the Silk Roads. The maritime Silk Roads have also expanded with 
the introduction of super-sized cargo vessels in recent generations. 

Africa has also become a major consumer of textiles and clothing. Landlocked Central 
Asia used to be a central hub on the Silk Roads. Today, with the dominance of the 
maritime Silk Roads, Central Asia has consequently become more disconnected from 
international trade. Moreover, since the Second World War, an aerial Silk Road has 
opened, today forming the busy network of air corridors over Eurasia and beyond.

With the pressing issue of climate change in the twenty-first century, it may well 
be that a new artery will open up as melting polar ice may potentially make way 
for a northern passage between Europe, North America and East Asia. This Polar 
Silk Road would significantly reduce shipping time (and therefore cost), and would 
bring different parts of the world even closer together.

Other new routes or methods of travel are also emerging, one of which – space 
travel – has already been identified by China as part of the Belt and Road Initiative, 
that is to say, as a component of the Silk Roads of the future. While the link between 
space exploration and the ancient Silk Roads is a tenuous one, from a geographical 
perspective, it is interesting to note that one of the key elements in the new 
developments of ‘extra-terrestrial’ travel will be familiar to those who study the 
history of fabrics and textiles in that they understand which materials and designs 
are most suitable for long missions in space. This will be a fundamental part of the 
extension of the human experience in the future – just as it has been in the past.

In the twentieth century, political transformations, new economic conditions and 
ideologies have negatively impacted on artisanal weaving, but also on all types 
of traditional crafts. Much intangible textile culture has been lost, for a number of 
reasons: people no longer want to carry out tedious work; handicrafts have become 
prohibitively expensive compared to mechanized production; urbanization 
has standardized fashion; and there has been a shift from small communities of 
weavers into other professions, or perhaps it is due to a combination of all these 
factors. The opening up of new opportunities for women in education and in the 
labour market has provided more options than the ‘traditional’ jobs that were often 
centred on textile production, which has also played a role in changing how skills 
are passed from one generation to the next. 
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The challenge for organizations like UNESCO is how to preserve the valuable 
insights and links to the past without trying to hold back time. Hence the focus 
on finding sustainable ways to understand, appreciate and celebrate traditional 
arts, and to do so by informing people of the rich and fascinating histories of the 
peoples and cultures of the Silk Roads. 

Conclusions – following the threads up to today
Some say that history starts with writing. But the very word ‘text’ comes from 
Latin texere, to weave, and a text – morphologically and etymologically – means a 
woven entity. We can therefore say that history starts with clothing. Before history, 
there was nudity; clothing thus marks the beginning of history and society. This 
basic understanding is found in ancient literature and art, and in early historical 
and political science in which nudity represents a wild and pre-civilized state. The 
representation of nudity often mirrors the basic anthropological categorization of 
a specific culture. The European colonial perspective of the naked human as ‘wild’ 
is shaped by such imaginaries.

Globally, we still combine animal skins, leather and textile fibres into our clothing. 
Moreover, across the world today, there are two main ways to dress, gendered 
into male and female, and, stylistically, into tailored clothing to fit the body and 
its movement or draped/wrapped around like the Roman toga or the Indian sari. 
Fitted clothing dominates globally, especially after the Second World War, with 
blue jeans and T-shirts now ubiquitous on all continents. 

Today, a T-shirt on sale in any shop around the world is the result of a finely 
meshed web of global collaboration, trade and politics. From cotton fields in Texas 
or Turkmenistan, to spinning mills in China, garment factories in Southeast Asia, 
printers in the West, and second-hand clothing markets in Africa, a T-shirt travels 
thousands of kilometres around the world in its lifetime, perhaps even before it is 
worn. On average, a Scandinavian will purchase nine T-shirts annually, and even if 
T-shirts are made to be worn and washed 25–30 times, consumers tend to discard 
them after 11 washes. An analysis by Greenpeace found that Europeans and North 
Americans, on average, hold on their clothes for only three years; this is a truly 
new situation in the history of textiles, one that has emerged only in the last few 
generations. Today, some garments only last for one season, either because they 
fall out of fashion or because the quality of the fabric, tailoring and stitching is so 
poor that the clothes simply fall apart. This is the impact of fast fashion that has 
taken hold since the start of the twenty-first century and which has accelerated 
our clothing consumption to an historical, and exceptional, high. For millennia, 
clothing has always been expensive, worth repairing and maintaining, and made 
to last. Along with the acceleration of consumption came falling prices and an ever-
narrowing margin for profit. The fast fashion business model requires seamless 
global trade, inexpensive long-distance transportation, and cheap flexible labour.
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Overproduction is a constant challenge in the textile industry, together with a low 
level of recycling. Moreover, washing clothes made of synthetic fibres releases half 
a million tons of plastic microfibres into the ocean every year. A United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) report from 2018 estimated that between 2 and 
8 per cent of global carbon emissions come from the textile industry, and that the 
textile industry greatly impacts on the world’s wastewater. In the European Union, 
from 2025, a new waste directive will stipulate that concrete measures must be 
taken to promote the recycling of textiles. 

The ancient Chinese character for the loom, chi (or ji) represents the design of 
a loom, yet with time, it has developed to denote technology, organization, 
complexity and machinery. Indeed, global textile production has in the twenty-
first century become fully entangled and finely meshed.

Major disruption to the textile industry came with the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
it quickly spread across the world. China’s lockdown in the winter of 2019–2020 
affected deliveries of yarn and fabric from China to the sweatshops and factories of 
Southeast Asia. This caused manufacturing delays for the 2020 spring and summer 
collections in the global North. Furthermore, with lockdowns in Europe and the US 
in spring 2020, payments were stalled and Chinese and Southeast Asian companies 
suffered low cash flows and crises as a result. This was exacerbated by lower 
consumption rates in the global North in 2020, followed by a radical consumer shift 
towards online shopping. The global financial and economic instability, together 
with the disruptions in international transportation, resulted in millions of garment 
industry workers losing their jobs or income. Countries with a high-performing 
RMG sector, such as Bangladesh, were severely impacted, even though there was 
a temporary reorientation of production towards producing personal protective 
equipment (PPE), such as facemasks and protective clothing, which offered some 
new opportunities. In many places globally, thousands of garment workers were 
made redundant, leaving the densely populated industrial areas in the spring and 
summer of 2020 and seeking safety with relatives in the countryside, which helped 
further spread the virus. 

Textiles and clothing on the Silk Roads are at a new crossroads today. The 
disruption caused by the pandemic and the demands for more sustainable chains 
of production and consumption will reconfigure how we use and transport textiles 
and clothing on the Silk Roads in the years to come.
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