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The Internet of the ancient world

The time is 8.00 p.m. in Baghdad on 14 November
— 1000 ad. I discovered this with the aid of a 
brass astrolabe, a map of the sky with moveable 
parts (pictured). I peered through sight-holes to 
measure the altitude of the red supergiant star 
Betelgeuse (a twinkling bulb in a model night 
sky), spun the astrolabe around, rotated a dial, 
aligned the rule to a mark on the inner rim and 
read the time on the instrument’s outer rim. 
A simple task for a Muslim astronomer at the 
turn of the first millennium — or if you’re read-
ing the instrument’s instructions while visiting 
the American Museum of Natural History’s 
enchanting exhibition, Traveling the Silk Road.

Baghdad was an important stop on a 
7,400-kilometre journey along the Silk Road, a 
network of trade routes that, at its peak 1,000 
years ago, stretched from China to the Mediter-
ranean. The road guided merchants on foot or 
on camelback through scorching deserts and 
snow-capped mountains, where they confronted 
bandits, sandstorms, frostbite and hunger,
among other dangers. The trek through the 
exhibition is much safer, but there is still plenty 

to do. Visitors can watch live silk-
worms chomping on mulberry 
leaves, play with interactive 
maps and displays, listen to an 
orchestra of ancient Chinese 
instruments and listen to 
familiar folk-tales car-
ried to a global audi-
ence along the Silk 
Road — which was 
“the Internet of the 
ancient world”, says the 
museum’s president Ellen Futter. 

To guide their journey, visitors 
are equipped with a passport that 
they can stamp at four cities en route 
through the exhibition: Xi’an, the ancient 
capital of China, from which camel caravans 
set out loaded with silk for trade with the West; 
Turpan, an oasis city on the edge of the Takli-
makan Desert in northwest China; Samarkand, 
a merchant city now in present-day Uzbekistan; 
and Baghdad, once a meeting place for scholars 
and known as the City of Peace. On the way, 
visitors grasp the great cultural and technologi-
cal developments that flowed along the route: 
music, religion, language, numerals, medicines 
and innovations such as paper-making. 

A two-metre-long, table-top interactive map 
charts these advances. Paper was invented by 

the depth of Wight’s engagement: “There’s a lot 
of ‘pretty’ art about science, and there’s a lot of 
art that involves technology,” says Jacobs, “but 
that’s not the same thing. Science is a way of 
pursuing truth, and Gail really loves that about 
science — but she’s also kind of calling us on it, 
and in spectacular ways.”

Jacobs likens Wight’s research to playwright 
Tom Stoppard’s use of maths in Arcadia, and 
mentions several artists-turned-scientists, such 
as Santiago Ramón y Cajal, whose efforts in 
founding the field of neuroscience succeeded 
his early career as a painter. “You could say she 
is a scientist about science,” remarks Jacobs. 
“Her subject is science, and she’s experiment-
ing with it, using art, to understand the truth 
of it.” Wight, however, would never apply the 
term scientist to herself. “Science is not my 
forte, it’s not my world,” she says. “But I live in 
the world largely constructed by science, so I 
want to understand it better.” 

She is an ‘artist of science’ in the same way 
that there are historians and sociologists of 
science. Wight explores the habits and his-
tory of science by using its materials as her 

materials, and producing art that serves 
both as work open to interpretation and as a 
pointed appraisal of scientific analysis. Con-
sider her piece J’ai des papillons noirs tous les 
jours (2006), a series of colourful, handmade 
butterflies, each affixed to the back of its own 
narrow box by 100 pins (pictured) — the over-
kill begs the question: how many pins is too 
many? As with the mockingbirds in Restless 
Dust, the butterflies’ abdomens glow.

For all Wight’s concerns about scientific prac-
tice, she has a firm sense of where the art ends 
and the science begins. Ultimately, she reserves 
her strongest critique not for scientists, but for 
her fellow artists, saying: “I have a lot of prob-
lems with the contemporary idea that an artist 
can enter into the world of science and practise 
science on living creatures without any of the 
background that should come with that.” ■

Marc Weidenbaum is a writer based in

San Francisco, California. 
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See go.nature.com/aedPm2 for more on
Gail Wight’s Restless Dust.

Chinese craftsmen in 50 bc, who mashed plant 
fibres such as hemp and flax with water, shaping 
the pulp into paper using a wooden mould. One 
such mould, with a screen made of woven reeds, 
is on display. The Chinese kept their paper-mak-
ing technique a secret for centuries, but it slowly 
wound its way westwards. The Diamond Sutra, 
an ancient Buddhist text printed in 868 ad, is the 
oldest known dated example of a paper book and 
was found in a cave in Dunhuang, an oasis town 
that formed an interchange between China and 
western Asia. The first paper Koran was copied 
in Persia in 971 ad, and in 1150 Arabs set up 
the first paper mill in Al-Andalus, the Islamic 
territories in southern Spain. 

Innovations travelled in the other direction, 
too. Glass-blowing was developed in the Middle 
East in around 100 bc, and then progressed east-
wards: one beautiful, long-necked cloudy-white 
bottle from western Asia dating to 800–1000 ad 
is imprinted with pairs of graceful, curved-
horned ibex. Irrigation techniques also spread 
along the Silk Road: artificial underground riv-
ers called karezes, which rely on gravity to carry 
mountain water to distant desert fields, were 
first used in Persia more than 2,500 years ago 
and still move nearly 300 million cubic metres 
of water in the Turpan Basin each year. 

A mock market displays luxury goods offered 
by traders in Turpan: items such as leopard, 

tiger and ermine fur; red coral and 
green jade; a profusion of 
fruit including figs, peaches, 
pistachios and melons — the 

latter transported in lead con-
tainers packed with snow — 
and medicines such as rhino 
horn, rhubarb, ginseng and 
bezoars, the brown pellets of 
undigested food extracted 
from the stomachs of goats 
and cows, purported to 
cure a range of ills and rid 
you of “perverse goblins”, 

according to one Chinese 
doctor. 
A final video quiz reminds 

us that the globalization of trade 
and culture continues unabated. China, 
which grew wealthy on silk sales, is now the 
world’s biggest exporter of manufactured 
goods. To get the best price for their catch, 
rural fishermen in India call ahead on mobile 
phones — more than four billion of which are 
now used worldwide. And in a 2001 speech 
to “celebrate Britishness”, then UK foreign 
secretary Robin Cook called a sauce-doused 
ensemble “a true British national dish”. It was 
chicken tikka masala.  ■

Josie Glausiusz is a journalist based in New York.
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