
 

The Silk Princess 
  
Hsi-Ling Chi is the daughter of the Emperor and rarely noticed.  The 
Emperor has been seeking for a cloth worthy of his nobility.  One day, 
Hsi-Ling Chi notices a cocoon has fallen in her mother’s tea and is 
unravelling. They play a game to see how long it is and the little girl ties 
it around her waist. She goes out past the stone garden, past the spider, 
outside the palace, to the holy mountains where a dragon threatens her.  
Along the way she loses the thread, but meets a hermit who shows her 
how the silk can be woven, and offers to take her home. She falls asleep, 
wakens to no silk cloth but still with the silk thread tied around her 
waist - the whole thing was a dream.  When she gets back her mother 
hears her story and thinks, “hmm? Is this possible?” She summons the 
royal weavers and the rest is history. 
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Teaching Ideas 

Charles Santore 
Charles Santore began as an illustrator and author.  Some of his books are Aesop’s Fables, Paul Revere’s Ride, 
Peter Rabbit, A Stowaway on Noah’s Ark, and Three Hungry Pigs.  He has recently produced some gorgeous 
colouring books based on stories such as  Sleeping Beauty. 
 

There is a good interview of Santore titled “Down the Rabbit Hole” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=SUG7QWpEqC8 

Diana Cruchley is an award-winning educator and author, who has taught at elementary and 
secondary levels.  Her workshop are practical, include detailed handouts, and are always 
enthusiastically received. 

  Diana Cruchley©2018  dianacruchley.com  also at diana cruchley pinterest

Cruchley’s Collection



Sumptuary Laws 
This is a good opportunity to introduce your students to the phrase “sumptuary laws.”  It relates to the word 
“sumptuous” to mean lavish - like a sumptuous meal.  These laws were designed to prevent “lower classes” from 
copying the clothing of the upper classes - in order to visually establish the social order.  In China, only the 
Emperor’s dragon could have 5 claws, for example. In Ancient Rome, nobody but the Emperor could wear Tyrian 
purple, a secretion from a sea snail, difficult to gather and extract. Roman togas could tell which class you were by 
how many stripes the toga had.  When  In China, the Qin dynasty established the size of the stele for graves.  In the 
Islamic world, males could not wear silk or gold jewelry, and their robes could not drag on the ground. 

Another book for which I have included at dianacruchley.com teaching ideas for sumptuary laws is King Louie’s 
Shoes. 

Trade Secrets 
In Europe, the only cloth for clothing was wool, from sheep they raised. This was a very warm cloth, and so, in the 
summer, they sweated a great deal.  Then, through the Silk Road trade, they discovered India’s cotton.  What a 
relief.  At first it was incredibly expensive, so that only the upper classes had it, but then it began to be produced in 
the new world, and the price plummeted, so low that it actually drove the 
Indian cotton off the market.  But, at this point, the good news was that 
all classes could now afford this cooler cloth. Also through the Silk Road 
came silk - an even cooler cloth, and, so expensive, and beautiful, that 
again, only the rich could afford it. 

China’s method of making silk, was a “trade secret” for over a thousand 
years.  It is said that it had been discovered in the Neolithic Period.  It 
was one of the gifts attributed to the wife of the legendary Yellow 
Emperor.  The Yellow Emperor is said to have given China  the written 
language, the 5 cereals, the calendar, as well as how to build shelter, and 
tame animals.  The Neolithic was about 4000 BCE. 

China did not trade silk until 1000 BCE  By royal decree, the death 
penalty would be given to anyone sharing the secret of silk. (They really 
understood “trade secret.”) Not until 522 CE (1500 years later) did the 
Byzantines obtain some cocoons and finally the secret of silk production 
was “out.”  .  During the Crusades silk trade goods arrived in  Europe 
from the Middle East. 
 

The Secret of Porcelain 
Another “trade secret” was the secret of making porcelain.  These two trade 
goods were part of the great wealth of China. Porcelain is made from the clay 
called kaolin, and China seems to have mastered porcelain production 
between 200 BCE and 200 CE.  By the Ming Dynasty, from 1368-1644 CE, 
porcelain, particularly the blue and white pattern, was being exported to 
Europe.  In the 17th century, the Portuguese brought kaolin to Europe but 
not the secrets of how to create the shapes, glazes, and firing methods. The 
secrets were eventually revealed in 1712 by a French Jesuit father.  This “trade 
secret” was kept for 1900 years. 

Monks giving silkworms to the Emperor 
Justinian
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If your students are old enough, you might put them on investigating some of the cases of the stealing of trade 
secrets and famous copyright cases for intellectual property in the 20th and 21st century.  Once something has been 
invented, it is very difficult to protect the “secret” of its production. 
 

Extreme Writing Topics 
Always present three possible topics for extreme writing so that students will have a choice,.My 
book, The Power of Extreme Writing, is available at ASCD for a complete explanation of this 
unique approach to journaling.   

1. Dreams I remember. 
2. Times when I got lost. 
3. Stories of people who have taught me something (outside of school). 

A Fabric Study 
Students could learn the difference between various kinds of fabrics.  You will need study packets with labels - one 
packet for every 4 students.  You will also need matching “test” packets where samples are only numbered.  
Students have a certain amount of time to feel and try to learn the characteristics and look of various kinds of cloth.  
You could include a note about each of them to help them understand which are artificial, made from wool, silk, 
cotton, etc.   

Here is list of 16 suitable cloths that can be quite easily distinguished from one another:  cotton, silk, velvet, faux 
fur, denim, leather, wool, brocade, burlap, cheesecloth, corduroy, flannel, knit, satin, taffeta, ultra suede.  Choose 8 
that would work for your class.  Ask the fabric store to cut you 4 inch strips. Use remnants if you can get them - and 
then cut them up to create your samples. It’s a bit of work, but you can use it year after year. 
 

Chinese Rock Gardens and Other Gardens 
The book mentions that Hsi-Ling Chi “walked past rock formations representing 
the Holy Mountains, beside glistening pools”.  There are two kinds of traditional 
Chinese gardens, neither of which are “flower” gardens.  There is the classic 
Chinese garden whose elements are water, rocks, vegetation, and architecture.  The 
typical garden is enclosed, has a beautiful “tea house” structure, little bridges over 
water features, and strategically placed large rocks.   Each room in a scholars’ 
garden has a vista to a contemplative calm view.  

The other classic garden is a rock garden containing artificial mountains, 
sometimes as though they are rising out of the “sea.” It is this latter type through 
which Ling-Li escapes.  There are several retained throughout China, including the 
one in the Forbidden City. 

Studying World Gardening Styles 
Here’s an opportunity to inquire into different styles of gardens around the world.  What are the characteristics of 
individual garden styles?  What are the purposes of these gardens? What are the sizes of these gardens?  Why were 
these gardens created? for whom?   Attached are 12 different gardening styles from different countries and 
different time periods that students could show images of and explain to their fellow students.  A further 6, to make 



a total of 18 and thus provide enough for 1 for each pair of students, would be:  The Victory Garden (growing 
vegetables and fruit for the soldiers overseas in WWII), Shakespeare Garden (growing plants mentioned in 
Shakespeare’s pays), Biblical Garden (similarly, growing plants mentioned in the Bible), Herb Garden (a small 
garden growing herbs needed for cooking or sometimes medicines), orangeries (a protected garden for growing 
oranges and other fruits that could be killed in a harsh winter), Rock Garden (a garden featuring smaller rocks and 
plants tucked into nooks and crannies).   

By selecting and showing images of these gardens, students can explain the characteristics to each other in a 1 
minute oral presentation, accompanying a one page visual with a paragraphs of 10 sentences. 

Sun Yat Sen Garden 
Students living in the Vancouver area, or travelling there for any kind of field trip, could be scheduled to see 
Vancouver’s Sun Yat Sen Gardens. 

Inquiry - Chinese Inventions 
A great time to do this inquiry is on the lead up to Chinese New Year. 

Begin with a provocation after reading this book…something to really stimulate their interest in Chinese 
inventions. One thought might be a class set of chopsticks.  You also need a class set of small plastic zip top plastic 
bags from the dollar store.  In each bag there would be 2 pieces of coloured 8cmX8cm yardstick, and about 8 pieces 
of uncooked bowtie pasta.Teach students who don’t know how, how to use chopsticks. (This is generally a good 
cultural experience for students who will eat Japanese and Chinese food, if not now, then as adults.) There are 
YouTubes to teach the method as well, Students then put the two pieces of card stock out, put the bow tie pasta on 
one of them, and use the chopsticks to transfer the pasta from one piece of card stock to the other. (Save the 
chopsticks and the bags for next year.) 

You can now introduce the list of Chinese inventions. Inserted here is the powerpoint of the inventions I created. 
Students now brainstorm their class inquiry questions. What do we want to know? The basic:  what, where, when, 
why, and how are good starting questions.  Another is “Is there a pattern?” and what purposes were these 
inventions for? and did they travel to Europe on the silk road? When? And, were they invented independently in 
Europe - and when? 

Each student keeps those questions in mind as they investigate their particular invention.  Have them start in 
Wikipedia, then ask for two more references.  Ask them to write out 20 interesting facts about their invention - and 
then turn that into a mini-essay.  Finally, show the powerpoint, and have each student make an oral presentation of 
what they found out about the invention.   
 
Conclude by referring back to the questions posted at the beginning of the Inquiry for 
discussion You could also ask what else they might have wanted to know. 

Marco Polo 
There is a class set of teaching ideas for the picture book Marco Polo at my website, 
https://dianacruchley.com/ 


