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Raw Materials for Old Papermaking i

TsUEN-HsUIN TSIEN

: papermaking is the forming of felted fibers into a thin sheet on
a mat or screen from a water suspension. The discovery of the raw materials which yielded the
best fibers and yet were most economical in cost is one of the key factors for the invention of
paper. The manufacture of paper in China is generally believed to have originated from
pounding and stirring rags in water, after which the wadded fibers were collected on a mat.
Very likely, an accidental placing of fibers from rags on a mat with water draining away
suggested the idea of making a thin sheet of paper. It is believed that paper was first made of
used materials, the supply of which was limited. When the materials expanded to include such
fresh vegetable fibers as those of raw hemp and tree bark, this made possible the large-scale
production of paper from an unlimited supply of fibers.

Chinese papermakers from very ancient times had selected almost all the kinds of plants
known to modern paper industry as producing the best of fibers and yet being s ost economical
in cost. The raw materials producing such fibers include the bast plants, suc 1 as hemp, jute,
flax, ramie or China grass, and rattan; tree bark of mulberry and. paper.r ulberry grasses
such as bamboo, reeds, and stalks of rice and wheat; and:such fibers 2 ascotton 'Hemp and cotton
are probably the best, producing the hlghest ylelds of pure: fibers, but as they are needed
primarily for the textile in ), paper mulberry and bamboo have become the chief raw
materials for papermaking in China for many centuries.

Hemp is the earliest material known to have been used for papermaking in China before
the Christian era, followed by paper mulberry from the early second century A.D. Rattan was
especially popular for making the best paper in southeast China for almost a millennium from
the third to about the twelfth century, when the supply of the raw material was exhausted.
Bamboo then gradually replaced both rattan and hemp as the chief material for papermaking
since the latter part of the eighth century. Rice and wheat straw, the bark of sandalwood and
other trees, stalks of hibiscus, seaweed, and certain other plants were also used in making
special kinds of paper. Whether cotton and silk have ever been used is controversial. Raw
cotton is not economical, and pure silk is said to be technically not feasible for papermaking.
It was probably the floss silk from the waste of silk cocoons which was used for making paper
for special uses.

The use of fresh plant fibers as raw material was apparently unknown to European
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papermakers when the craft of papermaklng was il int chucEd ‘to Enrope in the mlddle of the

the beginning th. ce
an economical.m 1er1al European scientists have been looking for other materials to meet
the increasing need of the paper industry. A great variety of vegetation, including hemp, bark,
wood, straw, vines, moss, and grain husks, was tested and examined, even though such materials
had already been in use in China for many centuries. Finally, wood pulp was widely adopted
and has become, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, the chief raw material of the
modern paper industry. Because of limitations of forest resources in China, where most wood
must be used in construction, this material was little utilized there for paper.




