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2 Thorpe Close
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registered charity in England (No. 1104739)
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HEWSRAPERS SUPROAT
HECTELING

Sericulture, or silk production, has a long
and colorful history unknown to most peo-
ple. For centuries the West hardly knew
about silk and the people who made it. For
more than two thousand years the Chinese
kept the secret of silk altogether to them-
selves. It was the most zealously guarded
secret in history.

Origins

Chinese legend gives the title Goddess of
Silk to Lady Hsi-Ling-Shih, wife of the
mythical Yellow Emperor, who was said to
have ruled China in about 3000 BC. She is
credited with the introduction of silkworm
rearing and the invention of the loom. Half
a silkworm cocoon unearthed in 1927 from
the loess soil astride the Yellow River in
Shanxi province, in northern China, has
been dated between 2600 and 2300 BC. An-
other example is a group of ribbons, threads
and woven fragments, dated about 3000
BC, and found at Qianshanyang in Zhejiang
province. More recent archeological finds--
a small ivory cup carved with a silkworm
design and thought to be between 6000
and 7000 years old, and spinning tools, silk
thread and fabric fragments from sites along
the lower Yangzi River-- reveal the origins
of sericulture to be even earlier.

In spite of their secrecy, however, the Chi-
nese were destined to lose their monopoly
on silk production. Sericulture reached
Korea around 200 BC, when waves of Chi-
nese immigrants arrived there. Silk reached
the West through a number of different
channels. Shortly after AD 300, sericulture
traveled westward and the cultivation of
the silkworm was established in India.

It is also said that in AD 440, a prince of
Khotan ( today’s Hetian)--a kingdom on
the rim of Taklamakan desert -- courted
and won a Chinese princess. The princess
smuggled out silkworm eggs by hiding
them in her voluminous hairpiece. This was
scant solace to the silk-hungry people of the
West, for Khotan kept the secret too. Why
share it with the westerners and kill a good
market?

Then around AD 550, two Nestorian monks
appeared at the Byzantine Emperor Justin-
ian’s court with silkworm eggs hid in their
hollow bamboo staves. Under their supervi-
sion the eggs hatched into worms, and the

History of Silk Industry

By Sadeq Dehqgan

worms spun cocoons. Byzantium was in the
silk business at last. The Byzantine church
and state created imperial workshops, mo-
nopolizing production and keeping the se-
cret to themselves. This allowed a silk in-
dustry to be established in the Middle East,
undercutting the market for ordinary-grade
Chinese silk. However high-quality silk
textiles, woven in China especially for the
Middle Eastern market, continued to bring
high prices in the West, and trade along the
Silk Road therefore continued as before.

By the sixth century the Persians, too, had
mastered the art of silk weaving, develop-
ing their own rich patterns and techniques.
It was only in the 13th century--the time of
the Second Crusades--that Italy began silk
production with the introduction of 2000
skilled silk weavers from Constantinople.
Eventually silk production became wide-
spread in Europe.

Early Trade

Silk became a precious commodity highly
sought by other countries at a very early
time, and it is believed that the silk trade
was actually started before the Silk Road
was officially opened in the second century
BC. An Egyptian female mummy with silk
has been discovered in the village of Deir el
Medina near Thebes and the Valley of the
Kings, dated 1070 BC, which is probably
the earliest evidence of the silk trade.

During the second century BC, the Chi-
nese emperor, Han Wu Di’s ambassadors
traveled as far west as Persia and Mesopo-
tamia, bearing gifts including silks. A Han
embassy reached Baghdad in AD 97, and
important finds of Han silks have been
made along the Silk Road. One of the most
dramatic finds of Tang silks along the Silk
Road was made in 1907 by Aurel Stein.

Sometime around 1015, Buddhist monks,
possibly alarmed by the threat of invasion
by a Tibetan people, the Tanguts, sealed
more than ten thousand manuscripts and
silk paintings, silk banners, and textiles into
a room at the Caves of the Thousand Bud-
dhas near Dunhuang, a station on the Silk
Road in northwest Gansu.

Production in Iran

Managing director of the Khorasan Silk-
worm Breeding Company says the province
of Khorasan Razavi along with South and
North Khorasan provinces are under the
auspices of the company.

“The main function of the company is to
produce and distribute silkworm eggs. But
whenever the government deems necessary
the company buys cocoon from produc-
ers. When market conditions for cocoon
are suitable, the price is determined by the
market. But when prices are lower than the
norm, we buy cocoons at the guaranteed
rates set by the Council of Economy.

The purchased cocoon is stored in ware-
houses and when there is demand from
silk producers, cocoon is made available to
them through tenders,” Farid Sarjam’ie told
Iran Daily.

About the breeding and producing of silk-
worm, he said, “Distribution of silkworm
eggs starts in early spring. When the mul-
berry tree blossoms, production of silk-
worm begins. At times with the blossoming
of mulberry trees in March, silkworm was
produced by the end of the Iranian year.
It takes about 45 days for the silkworm
egg to transform into a cocoon. Harvest-
ing cocoon in Khorasan starts in mid-May
and continues until there are cocoons on
the mulberry trees.”The company, he said,
had started buying silkworm eggs for the
current season. “The private sector is ac-
tive in the purchase of cocoons and they
are bought from owners of silkworm eggs
at rates higher than the (state) guaranteed
prices. This year’s price for every kilogram
of high quality cocoon is 73,900 rials, which
is 30 percent above last year’s prices.” He
said the price of cocoon last year was 56,840
rials per kg.

Sarjam’ie said last year one-fourth of the
total silkworm eggs in the country was dis-
tributed in Khorasan region. Consequently,
the region accounted for one-fourth of na-
tionwide production.

Some Improvement

“Last year from every box of silkworm eggs
close to 30 kg of cocoon was obtained. This
year the amount has increased by 1.5 kg
per box. It should be noted that this year
the volume of silkworm eggs distributed in
Khorasan was five percent higher than last
year. Last year, some 3,600 boxes of silk-
worm eggs were distributed in the entire
Khorasan region.

“The figure this year was 3,800 boxes. Pres-
ently the provinces of Gilan, Mazandaran,
Khorasan and Golestan are the main re-
gions for cocoon breeding. However, it is
also produced in limited quantities in other
regions, namely the provinces of Fars, Isfa-
han and East Azarbaijan,” he said.

Almost 75 percent of the silk in Iran is pro-
duced in Torbat Heidarieh region (in Kho-
rasan Razavi) in the city of Bayeg.

There are 600 silk spinning machines in this
region and cocoons are transported to this
region from across the country for spin-
ning, the official said.

An estimated 200 tons of silk is produced in
the country.

“Recent history has it that Iranian silk
production reached a few thousand tons
per year...But as time passed the volume
declined. As per figures compiled by Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), in
2008 Iran was fifth in the world in cocoon
production. The main global center for its
production is China. Other rivals are South
Korea, Japan, Italy, India, Russia, Brazil, Af-
ghanistan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan,”
he said.

Import of silk by private companies had ad-
versely affected local production of this fine
product.

“Almost all of the silk produced in the
country is allocated for carpet weaving.
Barely one percent is used for textile weav-
ing. It should be noted that there are no
subsidiary silk industries in Iran and there
are only two silk cloth weaving factories
in Khorasan and Gilan. Traditional silk is
woven in Kalat Naderi region of Khorasan
Razavi province,” he said.
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