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One of the first things of which fallen man took cognizance in the Garden of Eden was 

the fact that he needed clothing, and so he provided himself with an apron of fig leaves. Later he 

used animal skins and hair. Not until after the deluge did it occur to him to use the delicate 

threads of the silk-worm. 

According to Chinese historians silk was first used as a fiber during the reign of Huang-

Ti some 2000 years before the birth of Christ. In fact, the term silk was derived from the 

emperor’s wife’s name “Si” because of the tremendous interest she showed by encouraging the 

planting of Mulberry trees (their source of food), by rearing worms, and by reeling silk. She has 

been credited with inventing the first silk cloth weaving loom. The traditional heathen custom of 

the Chinese was also practiced in regard to her and she was made the Goddess of Silk-worms. 

For nearly 2000 years the Chinese had the monopoly on silk. Persians, Arabians, and the 

inhabitants of India were very eager to secure it and sell it to the nobility of Europe, Northern 

Africa, and Asia Minor, but they could not determine the origin of this beautiful material. The 

source and method of manufacture remained a secret to the Chinese under penalty of death if 

anyone betrayed this coveted information to foreigners. 

In the 4th century B.C., Aristotle, a great naturalist and philosopher is said to have 

correctly accounted for the origin of silk. However, centuries passed before his ideas were 

confirmed and accepted by the people of Greece and Rome. They had thought it was a specially 

processed cotton. Its value was evidenced by the fact that it was worth its weight in gold. 

During the reign of the Roman Emperor Justinian the European source of silk supply was 

severed due to a war which he was waging with Persia. Justinian attempted to establish a new 

route via Abyssinia, but this proved futile. Then he sent two Nestorian monks who had formerly 

been Chinese missionaries upon the difficult venture to secure silk worm eggs and establish 

sericulture in Europe. These aged monks, after encountering many difficulties and overcoming 

great obstacles finally returned with the producers of silk cleverly hidden in the hollow of their 

bamboo staffs. According to history these silk-worms are the progenitors of most European silk-

worms to date. 

The term “silk-worm” is a misnomer, for the creature is unrelated to worms as we know 

them. In fact, it is a caterpillar or larva which develops from an egg about the size of a pinhead. 

The female moth lays from 200 to 500 of these minute bluish grains. In approximately ten days 

the eggs hatch and produce a black, hairy caterpillar about one-fourth inch long, equipped with 

sixteen legs. Even a caterpillar outgrows his "suit” and needs a change of clothes. During the 

course of his larval existence he outgrows his skin and molts four times, developing from one-

fourth inch to three inches in length. As this stage is terminating, he literally stuffs himself with 

food—not a varied diet as it is exclusively the leaves of a white mulberry tree. Only two varieties 

of a possible 273 strains of white mulberry trees are usable in producing good silk. 

Finally the gluttonous caterpillar is satisfied. He becomes languid and refuses all food. 

He is ready to build his cocoon. He suspends himself by his ten posterior legs and drops a 

continuous thread thru an aperature in the lower jaw just beneath the mouth, carefully guiding 

and placing it on the walls of the cell with his six anterior legs. 

Along each side within the silkworm’s body are long glands which produce the 

transparent fluid that solidifies as soon as it leaves the spinnaret. When this delicate 



thread is examined under the microscope, it is possible to observe the two separate strands — 

each produced by a separate gland. If the cocoon is unraveled, it becomes apparent that it is not 

spun in concentric circles but in "figure eights”. It may surprise the reader to learn that this tiny 

creature produces and spins this silken fiber at the rate of 6 to 12 inches per minute; not merely 

for one hour, but from two to three consecutive days and nights, producing some 3000 feet. 

However, it consumes itself in so doing—shrinking during the process from 3 inches to one and 

one-half inches. 

About two days later the skin of the shrunken caterpillar splits at the nose and is pushed 

back off the body revealing the chrysalis (an oval cone about an inch long, shaped like a robin’s 

egg). This egg-like object within the cocoon has only six legs instead of sixteen, and it also has 

four wings folded over the breast, and two feelers. Soon it hardens and turns brown; it is now the 

embryonic moth. 

Two or three weeks later there is a rumbling and stirring within —the moth is ready to 

emerge from the cocoon, but it no longer has any jaws, but merely a small tube. How is it to 

escape from this multilayered cell? The moth then ejects a strongly alkaline substance thru this 

tiny mouth-like tube which dissolves the tough cocoon. 

Of course, the cocoons in which the moth has been allowed to escape are badly damaged 

and of little value commercially. Thus, the sericulturists kill the chrysalis before it is ready to 

emerge by heating it either in an oven or steam chamber. It is then ready to be reeled or 

unraveled. Recent experiments have proved that the chrysalis can be kept in an inactive state by 

subjecting it to freezing temperature. The latter process not only saves time in reeling the cocoon 

but allows the silk to retain more lustre and greater strength and elasticity. 

Isn’t it amazing how God has designed this tiny creature to produce such valuable textiles 

and has given man the ingenuity to use the strands of a cocoon to clothe himself. God provides! 

May we endeavor to appreciate His providence in creation. 
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