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Native Development of Ancient Chinese Glassmaking and the Mutual
Exchanges between the East and West along the Silk Road

Qinghui Li  Dr./Professor
Center of Sci-tech Archaeology, Shanghai Institute of Optics and Fine Mechanics,
CAS, Shanghai 201800 - P. R. China

As same as silk, metal and other artifacts, ancient glass is one kind of important
materials to trace the economic, technical and cultural exchanges between China and
West along the Silk Road. For the transfer of ancient glass and glassmaking
technology, the four main routes of the Silk Road, that is to say the Steppe Route, the
Oasis Route, the Maritime Route and the Southwestern Route, played a cross and
complementary role. The glass artifacts imported into China through the Silk Road
have typical characteristics of the relative times in the aspects of typology,
craftsmanship, chemical composition and others. Basing on the research results of
archaeological excavation, original style, regional distribution, technical analysis and
historical literatures, we have obtained a better understanding on the distribution of
the early glasses, which were dated to different periods and with versatile provenances,
along the Silk Road. The present paper will main focus on two aspects, one is the
objective effects of imported glasses from the West and the other is native
development of ancient Chinese glassmaking technology.

The present research focuses on excavated artifacts of glass, glazed potteries with
lead-barium-silicon glaze - etched carnelian beads, stone beads made of beryl and
garnet, and so on. These artifacts were mainly dated from the Spring and Autumn
period to the Eastern Han Dynasty. The covered areas include Xinjiang, Shaanxi,
Shanxi, Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, Guangdong and et al. of China. Basing on
their chemical composition (e.g. soda-lime glass, lead-barium glass and glaze),
colorant and opacifier (e.g. Pb,Sb,0, CaSh,0Os and barium-based compounds), and
appearing time, we discussed the dissemination of glass artifacts and exchanges
between the East and the West along the steppe and oasis routes of the Silk Road.
Through analyzing the distribution characteristics of the potash silicate glasses, which
were divided into different subtypes, and combining the research results about
gemstone and semi-gemstone beads, we compared them with those of the Iron Age
found in Southeast and South Asia and discussed the trade and cultural exchanges
along the maritime Silk Road around the Han Dynasties. In view of the above -
mentioned facts, we made some proposals for the following studies related to the
mutual exchanges along the Silk Road related to ancient glass artifacts.



