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Richly colored fabric walls and evocative lighting immerse visitors in an ancient world. A working astrolabe illustrates the scientific  
wonders of Baghdad.

HIGHLIGHTSOVERVIEW

Traveling the Silk Road: Ancient Pathway 
to the Modern World brings to life the 
most celebrated trade route in history in a 
dazzling exhibition from the American  
Museum of Natural History. Named for the 
treasured fabric that attracted traders from 
all over the world, the Silk Road stretched 
from the far reaches of China through the 
cities and empires of Central Asia and the 
Middle East. Immersive re-creations of  
ancient settings feature life-size models, 
artifacts, and hands-on activities to tell 
the story of the route’s extraordinary gold-
en age and its influence on the world in the 
following centuries. This exciting exhibi-
tion explores a time when the information 
superhighway was a network of land routes 
that stretched 4,600 miles across blazing 
desert sands and snowy mountain passes.

•  A vivid full-scale re-creation of a 
night market in Turfan

•  A nearly three-foot tall ceramic 
figure of a Chinese court official 
clothed in a silk robe from the 
10th century

•  A two-foot-tall working model  
of a water clock

•  Historic paper artifacts from a 
Chinese woodblock print of  
a Buddhist prayer to a 13th  
century Koran

•  A detailed reproduction of a  
karez irrigation system

•  Silk Road passports for children  
to stamp as they explore the 
exhibition

•  Persian coins imprinted with 
Zoroastrian symbols and a beautiful 
1,300-year-old silver bowl from 
Iran

•  More than 90 exceptional cultural 
artifacts from museums around the 
world



Islamic artifacts on display include lavishly illustrated books, delicate pottery, and scientific equipment.
A massive map interactive links information 
presented throughout the exhibit.

A vast array of exotic merchandise greets visitors  
to the Turfan marketplace.

A section on silk production includes detailed  
period illustrations and real cocoons.

PRESS quOTES

“ Succeeds with compelling vividness”  
– The New York Times

“ Conjures mystery, intrigue, and untold  
treasures”  
– The Star-Ledger

“ Kids will love parts of this journey.  
Appealing elements come into view 
at every turn”  
– Staten Island Entertainment

“ Evokes as many senses as possible”  
– Webb of Science

“ Enchanting”  
– Nature

“ Definitely take some time to visit this exhibit”  
– Wired.com



EXHIBITIOn SECTIOnS 
  
 Introduction

 Xi’an

 Turfan

 Samarkand

 Baghdad

 Maritime Trade

 Conclusion

The Samarkand section begins with an animated 
storybook.

The Baghdad gallery highlights the scientific advances  
of Islamic scholarship.

A final interactive connects the ancient Silk Road and 
global trade today.
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1. InTROduCTIOn

Visitors come nose-to-nose with three 
life-size camel models loaded with 
trade goods, surrounded by a 120- 
foot-long mural of sand dunes. A large 
colorful map introduces them to the 
concept of the Silk Road. Young 
explorers can mark their passage 
through the exhibition by stamping 
special Silk Road passports issued  
to them at the exhibition entrance.

2. XI’an

China’s Tang Dynasty capital was the origin 
of the silk that traveled across continents. 
Live silkworms, a massive replica of a 
Tang-era loom, and samples of woven 
silk illustrate the once carefully-guarded 
secrets of silk-making. More than just 
trade goods traveled this road – ideas 
crossed borders as well. A sitting Chinese 
Buddha statue and an ancient Buddhist 
reliquary demonstrates the diffusion of 
religious beliefs such as Buddhism. Period 
instruments and an interactive allowing 
visitors to conduct their own Chinese 
orchestra show an international influence 
on music as well.

3. TuRFan

The lush Turfan section, situated beneath  
a grape-covered arbor, conveys visitors to  
a night market in this desert city with exotic 
sights, sounds, and even smells. Wandering 
through this enticing re-creation, visitors 
discover stalls overflowing with all the 
goods—sapphires, silks, jades and rubies, 
leopard furs and peacock feathers, and 
fruits and spices—that would have 
captivated travelers over a thousand years 
ago during the city’s heyday. After sniffing 
barrels scented with exotic oils, visitors can 
take home recipe cards for a spiced date 
treat that travelers might have eaten 
along the Silk Road. 
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Glass-blowing equipment illustrates the ancient art  
of glass-making.

An enormous replica of a Tang-era loom reveals the complex steps of weaving precious silk cloth.

The final section in Xi’an illustrates music on the Silk Road before guiding travelers on to the night market of Turfan.
Camels loaded with trade goods greet people as they 
enter the exhibition.

6/7. maRITImE TRadE / COnCLuSIOn

This section reveals a city at the height of 
The eventual shift from overland routes 
to maritime routes allowed merchants to 
move heavier and more diverse goods. 
Visitors first encounter a scale model 
of an Arab seagoing vessel. They then 
walk through a 41-foot long portion 
of a full-sized model of a 71-foot 
long Arab dhow, split in half to reveal 
a cargo of ceramics and elaborate 
metalwork. Some beautiful plates and 
jars are featured in this section, including 
a colorful 13th century Persian ceramic 
bowl depicting a hunting scene from  
the Shahnamah. 

The exhibition ends with an engaging 
epilogue connecting the Silk Road to 
today’s global economy.

5. BaGHdad

This section reveals a city at the height  
of its golden age as a hub of learning  
and commerce. A family-friendly 
interactive gives visitors of all ages a 
chance to determine the hour by marking 
the position of “stars” using a working 
model of an ancient Islamic astrolabe. 
A display in this section showcases some 
extraordinary Islamic glass cups as well 
as a decorative glass bottle and pitcher. 

4. SamaRkand

A computer-animated book brings to 
life ancient tales to welcome visitors 
to Samarkand. Home of caravanserai, 
Samarkand’s section features a life-size 
model of a two-humped Bactrian camel 
and an interactive electronic tabletop 
map invites visitors to discover the 
links among cultures, technology, and 
geography along the Silk Road. As the 
area was also known as a center for fine 
papermaking and luxury metalwork, rare 
books and coins are also displayed. 

Artifacts illustrate how the Silk Road influenced the  
spread of art and religion.



American Museum of Natural History

79th Street at Central Park West

New York, NY 10024

www.amnh.org/traveling
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Size: 7000 sq ft

Traveling the Silk Road: Ancient Pathway to the Modern World is organized by the 
American Museum of Natural History, New York (www.amnh.org), in collaboration with 
the ArtScience Museum, Singapore; Azienda Speciale Palaexpo, Roma, Italy and Codice 
Idee per la cultura srl, Torino, Italy; the National Museum of Australia, Canberra, Australia 
and Art Exhibitions Australia; and the National Museum of Natural Science, Taichung, 
Taiwan and United Daily News, Taipei, Taiwan.

Photo credits: Bowl, Iran, Sasanian, 6th-8th century, The Cleveland Museum of Art, 
purchase from the J.H. Wade Fund 1966.369; Rhyton, Tiben, mid-7th century, The 
Cleveland Museum of Art, purchase from the J.H. Wade Fund, 1988.67.3. Samarkand 
entry, Xi’an instruments ©AMNH/R. Mickens. All others ©AMNH/D. Finnin.

The objects in this brochure represent the exhibition’s content at AMNH, and may not 
appear at all venues.

FOR mORE InFORmaTIOn

To learn more about this and 

other exhibitions available from 

the American Museum of 

Natural History, please email 

travelingprograms@amnh.org

or visit our website at 

amnh.org/traveling


