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General Introduction Gottlieb GUNTERN 

 

SILK ROAD – a symbol of creative leadership 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

The great cellist Yo-Yo Ma has called the Silk Road an ancient equivalent for the contemporary 

Internet. This characterisation is true, but to a certain extent. As we shall see, the impact of the Silk 

Road went far beyond the exchange of information mediated by the Internet.  

 

The name Silk Road has a mysterious ring to it; it conjures up images and scenes from ancient tales 

full of exciting adventures. For millennia, the Silk Road has been an umbilical cord, a vigorously 

pulsating cluster of arteries and veins whose blood has given life to tribes, nations and whole cultures 

from the east coast of the Mediterranean Sea across Central Asia to the eastern shores of the Yellow 

Sea.  

 

The Silk Road’s heydays lasted from the first century BC to the end of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty in the 

second half of the 14th century AD. In other words for about 1500 years the Silk Road deeply 

influenced the cultural evolution of Asia and Europe.  

 

For millennia caravans, often consisting of about 1,000 Bactrian camels, have trotted to the sounds of 

silver bells jingling across the sand-blown dunes of the Gobi and Taklamakan deserts in Central Asia 

or trudged past the snow-capped mountain ranges of the Pamirs, the so-called Roof of the World.  

They have climbed over the Hindu Kush and Karakorum in order to reach the hospitality of an oasis – 

for instance Bukhara or Samarkand – where food, fresh water and a welcome rest await the weary 

travellers and their beasts, while bustling bazaars and other trading facilities lure the merchants with 

the promise of rich profits. Some caravans travelled only a specific stretch of the Silk Road while 

others crossed several empires in a row in order to reach their final destinations East or West. 

 

The camel trains were laden with bales of fine Chinese silk, satins, luxurious brocades, noodles, 

cotton, spices, opium, musk, perfumes, tea, dried fruit, chairs, weapons, jade, diamonds, rubies, 

pearls, Mediterranean coral, and Baltic amber. Cultural goods such as musical instruments, paintings, 

drawings and important manuscripts added to the precious freight. As did human beings, ranging 

from slaves to hostages, and from camel drivers, merchants, craftsmen, engineers, scientists and 

artists to princesses playing a crucial role in strategically important marriage alliances between hostile 

nations trying to replace costly conflicts by profit-producing coalitions. It is evident that in those far-off 

days global trade already included the trafficking of drugs able to change mental states of 

consciousness and induce transitory ecstasies sometimes ending in drunken stupor. Li Bai (Li Po) was 
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one of the greatest poets of the Tang dynasty. In his best-known poem, written in the 8th century AD, 

he describes how he invited the moon to join him so he would not have to drink alone, and he exults: 

 

“Best wine of Lanling, with saffron aromatic, 

Comes in brimful cups of jade, amber shining.” 

 

The ceaseless flow of human beings and trade goods was intimately connected to a flow of 

information, ranging from mere gossip to messages of commercial, scientific, technological, 

governmental and military relevance right up to the exchange of philosophical concepts and whole 

religions such as Shamanism, Buddhism, Taoism, Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, Christian Nestorianism 

and Islam. In other words, the Silk Road has always been a most important data highway enabling, 

co-ordinating and fine-tuning the dialogue between East and West and thus steering their cultural 

evolution. 

 

At times the Silk Road was wide open to traffic and safe to travel, as for instance during the Chinese 

Tang Dynasty between the 7th and 10th century AD, or during the Mongol Yuan Dynasty in the 13th 

and 14th centuries. During these two dynasties, often referred to respectively as the first and second 

Golden Age of the Silk Road, there existed an openness of mind, a motivation for learning, a curiosity 

for new discoveries and inventions, a hunger for inter-cultural communication and a keen flair for 

profit making through global trade. During the Tang Dynasty even Japan was an active partner in 

the intercultural Silk Road exchange of goods and ideas. Yet during the Yuan Dynasty, when Kublai 

Khan’s invading Chinese and Korean fleets were sunk twice in a row by a terrible hurricane - the 

kamikaze or divine wind, as it was called - Japan locked its doors to the Silk Road. And so did later, to 

some extent, the Chinese Ming Dynasty, in the three centuries following the Mongol Yuan Dynasty. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, we often assume that global trade is an invention of the second half of the 

20th century. Yet already in the 14th century the Mongol Empire extended from Siberia in the East to 

the Volga River in the West and from Burma in the East to Iraq and Syria in the West. Within this huge 

territory one could trade from country to country and from empire to empire. Travelling was safe in 

those days. The Mongols eliminated bandits, installed a tax system for caravans, built an excellent 

postal system, and established trade posts whose inhabitants – 25 families per trading post - were 

responsible, at regular intervals of a day’s journey, for feeding men and animals and offering them a 

safe resting place for the night. During the Mongol Dynasty, from 1279 to 1368, the Silk Road was so 

secure, that it was said that a virgin bearing a gold dish could walk unmolested from China to Turkey. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, leadership is the ability to inspire and motivate each other for extra-ordinary 

performance. According to the nature of the performance we may differentiate between 

destructive, constructive and creative types of leadership. Creative leadership produces 



 

 
 
 
    3 

 

performance whose results meet four criteria: they are unique, they function properly, they are 

beautiful, and they generate values for society as a whole. The Silk Road has produced an immense 

number of creative leadership processes and it even served, amongst other things, as a pacemaker 

for the emergence of the Italian Renaissance, the culmination of European creative leadership! 

 

Usually Europeans tend to ignore - or to forget if they ever knew it - that the empires and kingdoms of 

ancient China and Central Asia had already developed highly sophisticated civilisations at a time 

when the Middle Ages held Europe captive in a sticky spider web of superstition, political oppression, 

illiteracy and general ignorance. When China’s metropolitan cities counted up to 2 millions 

inhabitants, Venice had only 100,000. Yet opulent Venice, a merchant city, was an important knot in 

the Silk Road network. Venice was the place where the famous Polo brothers set off on their 20 year-

long journey overland to the court of Kublai Khan and, via the maritime Silk Road, from the Eastern 

Shores of China to Malacca, India, the Persian Gulf and back to Venice on the Mediterranean Sea.  

 

Let’s have a look at some approximate time lags between specific creative inventions made in 

China and the moment of their appearance on the European scene: 3,500 years for silk; 1,300 years 

for porcelain; 1,100 years for the magnetic compass with a needle; 1,100 years for cast iron; 1,000 

years for paper,; 1,000 years for block printing; 500 years for gunpowder; and 400 years for moveable 

type printing.  

 

While the art scene in Europe was still stuck in the rather sombre formalism of the Middle Ages, 

Chinese painting, drawing and calligraphy and Persian miniature painting had already reached a 

high degree of sophistication. In the mid 13th century the pope of the Roman Catholic Church sent 

two Franciscan friars as papal envoys to the Mongol court in northern China. Forty years later, in 1288, 

Nicholas IV, the first Franciscan pope, ordered the construction of a new mother church for his 

religious order in Assisi.  

The artists who painted the frescoes of the new church borrowed colours, topics and painting 

techniques from Chinese and Persian art. Many of their subjects have Mongol faces and dress. The 

notoriously modest Saint Francis is wrapped in luxurious silk. The landscapes surrounding these figures 

show the three dimensional trees and craggy rocks typical of Asian drawings and paintings rather 

than the flat, mono-dimensional natural environments so characteristic of European Mediaeval Art.  

 

A few years later in 1305, Giotto de Bono, who is often praised for being the very first Renaissance 

artist, painted the frescoes of the famous Scrovegni chapel, also called the Arena chapel, in Padua. 

He represented Christ’s robe in the style and silk fabric of the Mongols, and the robe’s golden trim 

displayed the Mongol letters from a script commissioned by Kublai Khan. In one of Giotto’s frescoes, 

the Vice of Infidelity appears as a woman wearing the pith helmet style hat favoured by Kublai Khan.  
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Ladies and gentlemen, in the 13th century the famous English scientist Roger Bacon remarked that 

the success of the Mongols was not merely due to their superior martial arts, and he emphasised, 

“they have succeeded by means of science.” He alluded to the science created by China, the Islam 

countries and other nations along the Silk Road. This is a chapter too complex to address in this 

context. 

 

The bow for playing string instruments was invented by the Mongols a long time before it appeared in 

European households and concert halls. Chinese forms of state administration, widespread literacy, 

mining techniques, techniques for building bridges and other engineering feats were at a level of 

quality that Europe could barely or not at all match. And let me add one last example. At a time 

when the Roman Catholic Church and the Christian secular power holders went about inventing 

new forms of torture, Genghis Khan forbade any form of torture in his huge empire. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, today, a new chapter opens in the East-West dialogue. By now the traditional 

Silk Road has been replaced by cars, trains, ships, planes, cell phones, and the Internet. What 

remains the same, however, is the exchange of trade goods and information bearing witness to 

human ingenuity and to the spirit of creative leadership. 

 

In this new world the creation, production, distribution and selling of films play a central role. Let’s 

therefore now turn to the first speaker of our International CREANDO Day 2007. 

 


