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Beyond frontiers: Ancient Rome and the Eurasian trade networks
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5. From China to Rome - from Rome to China: a short
focus on Silk and Silk Roads

We cannot conceive describing the trade relationship
between Rome and the Far East without considering silk,
one of the most legendary goods of the Eurasian networks
(Hildebrand, 2016: non vidi). If it is true that the Romans
tended to identify goods with their supposed places of origin
(for example pepper is associated with India, etc.), this iden-
tification is particularly evident in the case of China: the Latin
word Seres used to designate the Chinese people. The same
word was used as an adjective to identify the silk: sericum
‘silk’, serica meant ‘silk garments’ or also ‘from the land of
the Seres’. Finally the word sericum in the plural form serici
was also a noun for ‘merchants of silk’.

It is only at the beginning of the Roman Empire that this
material becomes a widespread luxury good (Thorley, 1971).
Hardly a coincidence then to find silk mentioned in the
poems of Martial —~the poet of the Roman ‘daily life’- who,
at the end of the 1st century CE, speaks of silk products in
Rome, as such pillows or clothes, to convey an image of
wealth and sophisticated lifestyle.
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