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1 Brocade – The High Level of Wisdom Crystallisation in Chinese Silk Technology and Art

In December 2002, 7000 Years of the Art of Techniques and Crafts of Chinese Silk – A Study of Embroid Treasures Through the Ages by Mr Huang Nengfu and Mrs Chen Juanjuan was published on China Textile & Apparel Press, marking the first time in domestic academic community publicly proposing the idea that the techniques and crafts of Chinese silk has a 7,000 year history.

China is known as the birthplace of the silk. The textile implement parts and ivory handless wine-cups with silk patterns were found at Hemudu Sites in Yuyao, Zhejiang province. Half of a piece of hand-cut silkworm cocoon with 5,600 to 6,000 year history were evacuated at Huitu Mountain, Xiyin Village, Xia County, in Xi’an province. Some pieces of domestic silk with the warp and weft density of 52 and 48 per square centimetre respectively dating from 4700 years ago, were unearthed and found similar to the modern silk textile. In the 8th century BC, Kingdom Qi and Kingdom Lu regions (the present region of Shandong province in the North of China) had developed into a centre of silk production, with the consumption of silk extended from the royal court to the folk. Through the technological exchanges between the north and south regions, the brocade techniques and crafts had generally improved. The classes of the products were distinct. Based on the historical materials, yard-dyed fabric was included in the various kinds of silk and brocade. For example, the two-colour warp brocades and three-colour warp brocades, without thickening the material, reveals more brilliant colours, more exquisite patterns as well as more symbolic patterns through technique of zoning the colour change of the warp threads Silk was exported to Europe via the steppe route by the nomadic peoples of the north, and as the main road from the north-west to Central Asia was not yet open, Chinese silk had to be transported to ancient Greece via merchants from the Siberian tribes. The ancient Greeks called silk “Ser” and called China “Seres”, meaning “silk country”. Thus, the silk has become an inseparable part of our national honour.

By tradition, we usually divide silk into fourteen categories, namely “Rove, Thread, Poplin, Stain, Spun Silk, Twill, Damask Silk, Yarn, Soft Silk, Ge,Chiffon, Velvet, Jingles, Brocade”, each of which has a different fabric structure, processing techniques, raw material combinations, as well as the performance effect presented by the fabric. The “Brocade” is the most complex, colourful, exquisite and beautiful silk fabric, as an old Chinese saying goes, “The value of silk is similar to gold for its sophisticated technique and its high price.” It means that brocade weaving processes are laborious and complex, and the price of brocade is as expensive as gold. The word “brocade” is often used to describe beautiful things in Chinese. For example, “a bright future like brocade” is used to complement one’s promising career; “brocade-like scenery” and “brocade-like mass of flowers” are applied to fine view; besides, “brocade and fine dine” and “embroidery on brocade” indicate prosper life, etc.

[image: Antique copper inkwell with engraved patterns is open, displaying black ink residue on the right. The mood is nostalgic and historical.]

In August 2014, The Complete Collection of Chinese Brocade (sponsored by the Brocade Professional Committee of Chinese Arts and Crafts Institute, edited by Mrs Qian Xiaoping and published by China Textile & Apparel Press) systematically divided Chinese brocade into “ancient brocade”, “modern brocade” and “contemporary brocade” for the first time. So what is “contemporary brocade”? What are the differences between it and traditional brocade? What role does its birth and growth play in our cultural life? To answer these questions, we have to start with the process of passing on the ancient Chinese silk weaving techniques and crafts.

Tracing back to the 11th century BC, warp brocade with warp embroidery could be produced in China. The warp brocade is a kind of brocade with two or more groups of different coloured warp threads, which are woven by a heavy warp tissue to show the pattern separately. In the 1st century BC, Emperor Wu of the Han (the seventh emperor of the Han Dynasty in China) opened up the Silk Road from the north-west to Rome, after which, Chinese silk brocade was transported to Central Asia and Europe. From the Western Zhou (c.1100-771BC) to the Warring States (11th Century BC – 2nd Century BC), QiLu area (current Shandong Province, China) was the centre of Chinese brocade production. During the Three Kingdoms Period (2nd century AD), Chinese silk brocade production centre moved to Chengdu (a southern city in Sichuan province of China). Among the Han and Tang dynasty’s silk fabrics unearthed along the Silk Road, Sichuan brocade played an important role. At that time, the official silk workshops of Sichuan brocade were produced with Draw loom with a Pattern Tower. Among ancient Chinese three major brocades (Sichuan brocade, Song brocade, Nanjing brocade), Sichuan brocade was the earliest to come to production in ancient times, with warp threads showing embroidery, known academically as “warp brocade”. During the Eastern Han Dynasty, the level of warp brocade weaving was already so advanced that the brocade unearthed along the Silk Road was woven with various inscriptions. Therefore, brocade received its name as “weave” according to first Chinese dictionary. From the excavated brocades of the Eastern Han period, the form of the motifs has been greatly developed, among which were precious birds and animals weaving in and out mountains and clouds, and inscriptions in Chinese characters embedded in the patterns, for example, “All the best”, “Better life”, “health and longevity”, “bring benefits to our posterity” and so on, marking the uniqueness of Han-style brocade.



Among them, the brocade of The “Five stars rise in the East” arm protector from Burial 8 at Niya ruins of Minfeng County in Xinjiang is particularly well-received and considered as a national treasure for its five-coloured plain warp brocade structure, with a warp density of 220 roots per square centimetre, its rich texture, magnificent patterns and superb weaving skills.

In the 6th century AD, the Chinese technique of sericulture was introduced to Europe, and Chinese silk patterns began to learn from Western art. The artistic style of Chinese silk weaving evolved from the dynamic and balanced style of the Han Dynasty to the stable and symmetrical style of the Tang Dynasty, and the organization of silk weaving developed from the previous two-fold plain variation of the warp to the two-fold twill of the weft. The warp brocade was constrained by the inability to vary the colour of the warp threads on the same fabric, whereas the weft brocade can be changed without increasing the thickness of the fabric, using the weft threads to change shuttles and colours to increase the colour variation, and then combined with the pattern design to implement the digging and throwing process, so the colour and pattern expression of the brocade can be significantly enhanced. The silk from the Tang dynasty is more vivid and rich in colour, with full-bodied, poetic motifs and more significant repeat of patterns. Through the analysis of the Tang dynasty silk objects excavated from the underground palace of the Famen Temple in Shaanxi, it can be seen that in the Tang dynasty, fine gold threads were used in a large number of brocades, and in the Liao-Jin period, gold woven fabrics were also common, while in the Yuan dynasty, gold woven brocades such as satin dorure de Nankin, were produced on a large scale.

In the 10th century, the official workshops moved to the Suzhou (southeast of Jiangsu Province) in the south of the Yangtze River, where the famous “Song brocade” was made. During the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties









EPUB/media/file181.jpg





EPUB/media/file0.jpg





