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In the island of Lido,

the gateway of Venice from 

the sea before the construction 

of the long Ponte della Libertà,

 

a cultural recovery project aims 

to create also a museum of the 

silk road to enhance the 

cultural and commercial 

connection between East and 

West. 

Introduction: Why Silk? 



Two panoramic view of the complex (left from the lagoon, right from the sea)

Today former Pepe Barracks, dates to 1591: it was the first barracks for military troops of this 

type in the world. The monastery of San Niccolò al Lido and the cloister go back to the 16th 

century, even if their foundation is more ancient.
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Pepe Barrack  Cloister of the Monastery of San Niccolò al Lido

Introduction: Why Silk?



The idea is to connect the Silk Road Museum also to stories related to the silk heritage in 

Venice and in other countries: thanks to a meta-app called Tellingstones that allows to 

georeferenced stories of all kinds (territorial or thematic) and replicated them to many places 

Introduction: Why Silk?



1. Why Silk? The History of Silk
Precious type of fabrics 
obtained through an animal 
origin protein fibre (silk 
processing was known in China 
as early as 3000 BC)

Chinese emperors strove to keep knowledge of 
sericulture secret (a fabulous commercial monopoly) 
but chinese merchants extended to the most distant 
areas of the empire

Although the Roman Empire knew and appreciated silk, 
sericulture only began in Europe around 550, 
through the Byzantine Empire



• Silk was introduced to Venice through trade with the Byzantine 
Empire.

• Silk production has been developed in Venice in particular high quality 
silk fabric.

• Venice led silk production until the 18th century.
• Today there is not much of the industry left in Venice. 

Learning the history why the Venetian silk industry has developed 
and lost competitiveness would be beneficial  for thinking about  
the future of Venice.

2. The Importance of Silk for Venice

Ref. Venetian fabrics manufacturers in the Middle Ages: the guilds (luigi-bevilacqua.com)

https://www.luigi-bevilacqua.com/en/silk-guild-venice-first-weavers/


3. Why Has Silk Almost Disappeared in Venice?
From trade to manufacturing + from urban production to mainland

In XVII Italy lost competitiveness in international trade, banking. 
Venice knew a decline in trade based on competition from Portuguese, Spanish, 
British and Dutch. 
Silk manufacturing: 16-17th centuries Italy boasted the absolute primacy (albeit 
reduced) until France imposed a new model of silk industry (low cost 
productions with less quality: middle class needs, invention of fashion)

Italian silk looked towards Eastern Europe. Florence and Bologna adapted to the 
new needs of the market. What about Venice? 

Crisis of Urban manufacturing, artisan workshops in the countryside. 
Italy became a producer and marketer of raw silk until the mid 19th century, 
competition of China and Japan.





















Gender equality VS luxury

tourism booster (risk of globalization) VS 
guarantee of work 

4. Experiences in the International Context on 
Silk Handcraft

https://localwomenshandicrafts.com/ https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectoral_Informa
tion/Service_Exports/Tourism/Linking%20the%20Handicraft%20Sector%20reprint%209

%2010%202012%20for%20web.pdf 

https://localwomenshandicrafts.com/
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectoral_Information/Service_Exports/Tourism/Linking%20the%20Handicraft%20Sector%20reprint%209%2010%202012%20for%20web.pdf
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectoral_Information/Service_Exports/Tourism/Linking%20the%20Handicraft%20Sector%20reprint%209%2010%202012%20for%20web.pdf
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Exporters/Sectoral_Information/Service_Exports/Tourism/Linking%20the%20Handicraft%20Sector%20reprint%209%2010%202012%20for%20web.pdf


• GREECE_Silk Road Heritage, 
http://www.visitgreece.gr/en/greeceonthespotlight/the_greek_silk_road 

5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy

World Tourism Organization (2017: 40)  

http://www.visitgreece.gr/en/greeceonthespotlight/the_greek_silk_road


• SPAIN, Ruta de la Seda

5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy

https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/imported_images/47089/oportunidades_de_valencia_en_la_ruta_de_la_seda_def_-_castellano.pd
f, museodelasedavalencia.com

https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/imported_images/47089/oportunidades_de_valencia_en_la_ruta_de_la_seda_def_-_castellano.pdf
https://webunwto.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/imported_images/47089/oportunidades_de_valencia_en_la_ruta_de_la_seda_def_-_castellano.pdf


5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy

• http://www.musesilkroad.com/en/index.php?c=home&a=index



5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy 
Nishijin (Kyoto), Japan

     As the UNESCO’s map  shows, the eastern 
end of the Silk Road is Japan. Various 
cultures were introduced to Japan by the 
Maritime Silk Road and silk culture is one 
of them.

UNESCO Silkroad Interactive Map  (ref. 
https://en.unesco.org/silkroad/silkroad-interactive-map) Ref.https://smile-log.net/ro-ji-kamigyouku/



5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy 
Nishijin : Site of production
● History
● Products
● People and Facility (skill, aging artisans and successor problem)
● Ecosystem (architecture,like the whole area is one factory)
● Trade  (Sales as declining trend, dependencies) 
● Proximity, production and trade place is close to.

ref:  https://www.maimai-kyoto.jp/event/ky18d045/                     ref: https://www.the-noh.com/jp/index.html

https://www.maimai-kyoto.jp/event/ky18d045/


5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy 
Site of Market - Trade 
● Sales as declining trend, dependencies
● The site has difficulties and the pandemic 

situation makes pre-existing difficult 
situations more difficult. (e.g. cancellation of 
expo, ceremony..)

Data ref.  https://nishijin.or.jp/overview/



5. Silk Case Study Outside of Italy 
How about Market Regeneration and Site Regeneration?
● Classical craft  meets modernity by collaboration
● Local network and global market
● Immobility sometimes creates unique atmosphere
● Small scale initiatives by local residents also attract external people 

(kids event, scrapped cloth market)

Ref. https://www.nishijin-connect.com/
Ref. https://okamotoorimono.com/news/finnish-dress-2/

Ref. https://www.roji-cul.net/about/



6. Future Outlook and Proposal for Venice
- Rise the “issue” of Silk to involve local citizens 

and associations (i.e. focus groups, participatory 
processes) through institutional support (i.e. 
Universities)

- Create partnership within international networks

- Temporary reuse with a medium-long term vision 
for the redevelopment of voids (i.e. Pepe barracks)

- Post-COVID-19 city. 
From theory to real 
application of concepts 
such as 15-minute-city 



• Several cities show a strong cultural and material heritage connected with the trade and 
production of silk. Even if the use of the “Silk Road” term is still under discussion, Venice 
still has a deep connection with this itineraries: silk trade and production deserving more 
attention, research, and promotion

• International initiatives to create new kind of tourism → brink the Silk Road back
• Silk Road cities both the west and east (e.g. Venice and  Kyoto) to exchange information 

on how the culture and technology have evolved since the Silk Road age.  
• From the case study, small scale initiatives based on locality by local people should be 

welcomed for site regeneration, it would attract external people. The process would help 
market regeneration.  

• Potential initiatives in collaboration with global network related to not a production site 
but a research site (e.g. eco-silk, medical use), and market trading site (e.g. new fabric expo 
by collaborating with existing organizations) could be considered.

• Recovery projects (like the one under development on the area of Lido of Venice) together 
with technologies application (such as Tellingstones), can help to identify which are the 
main historical sites involved and the role they played in the trading and producing of Silk in 
Venice and along the Silk Road.

7. Conclusions
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