
The ‘Silk Roads’ refers to a network of routes across much of 

Afro-Eurasia by land and sea from c.100 BC to AD c.1400. 

These routes were used by merchants for trade, but also by

diplomats, pilgrims, soldiers, slaves and refugees. There was no

single route, nor a single direction or destination of travel: the story is

much more complex than this. While silk—both the finished material

and the technology to produce it—travelled from China all the way to

Spain in the first millennium AD, this is only one part of the story. 

There are scant traces if any of most of the tens of thousands of

travellers who followed these routes. Some left accounts of their

journeys, a few of which have survived to the present. The exhibition

includes the journeys of four pilgrims, two from Europe to the holy

sites of Christianity in Rome and the eastern Mediterranean, and two

from Japan and Korea who visited the holy sites of Buddhism in

India, central Asia and China.  

Travelling objects can tell us more of the story. We highlight a few

here: for example, garnets mined in Sri Lanka and found in a

Christian jewellery in England; glass made in Iran and found in

Japanese tombs; a small Buddha statue made in the Swat valley in

northern Pakistan and found in a Viking tomb in Sweden; and a gold

dagger sheath inlaid with jewels made near the Black Sea and found

in a tomb in Korea. They reveal something of the richness of this

network of routes.
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Ideas, including religions, also travelled along the Silk Roads carried by the

faithful to new lands. Conversion was evident in the landscape which came to

be dominated by the buildings of these new religions—with churches for

Christianity and stupas for Buddhism. This exhibition shows several such

‘landscapes of conversion’ and looks at the development of these religious

buildings as they travelled to new lands. 

Finally, humans were not the only creatures to travel the Silk Roads: people

took animals for trade, for food, for riding, to carry their provisions and also for

companionship. Mythical animals also found new homes: the dragon depicted

in several places in Norwich is also a Silk Road traveller.

The dragon is also a Silk Roads traveller:

this one in St Helen’s Church in the Great

Hospital in Norwich travelled to England

with Christianity. Here, the devil has taken

the form of a dragon and swallowed St

Margaret of Antioch. Her Christian cross

has irritated his stomach so that he regur-

gitates her. 

Some of the major routes criss-crossing Afro-Eurasia that were used during the Silk Roads.
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