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A unique cloth with an ancestral heritage, Chinese mud
silk is entering the world of contemporary fashion

English text by Charlotte McManus
Chinese text by Rui Chen
Photos courtesy of Noir Mud Silk
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Behind her distinctive glasses, Marecella Echavarria is highly animated, eyes Sparkling Bolts of natural silk are soaked up to 40 times until the rich brown colour is set. The silk is then taken to the Pearl River and coated in mineral-rich mud.
« . . . . Rinsed in the same river, it’s then left to dry and cure the tannin and plant-dye colour and to allow the fibers to age and mellow.
as she speaks. “It was the first time that I could actually bear a textile. I was immediately

ARABHERERESARBEH O EREARENRIIE REBREAKIZTERVENTRF  BEFNHBELCERETEERHERE -

obsessed—it was fascinating,” she says.

“I was in a darkened restaurant in Beijing and heard the mellifluous sway of a lady’s
trousers as she crossed the room. The fabric was unlike any that I'd seen before—I was
transfixed by its evocative swish.”

Echavarria, a Colombian lifestyle specialist and textiles entrepreneur, is telling the
story of her first encounter with mud silk: a rare and ancient Chinese fabric with over
2,500 years of history.

“Mud silk is a blend of resilience and poetry. Its process is so intricate that it requires
resilience; at the same time it’s so discreet, so subtle, that it’s like wearing poetry,”
Echavarria says, her ardour palpable. “Mud silk is part of the heritage of China—the
heritage of the world.”

A story of silk

A remarkable cloth born of earth, water, and sunshine—and shaped by artisanal
tradition—mud silk is a material of contrasts. It’s irresistibly luxurious yet demonstrably
sustainable. One side is dark and glossy, with water-resistant properties. The matte,
earth-toned reverse gets its colour from the natural dye of a medicinal yam called discorrea
cirrhosa, which infuses the material with antibacterial properties. Unlike most fabrics,
mud silk improves with time and wear—its sheen is enhanced, its texture softens, and its
colours intensify like the patina of fine leather.

It’s not difficult to see why Echavarria fell in love with mud silk. After making
her discovery in Beijing, she traced the fabric back to its beginnings in 5th century
Guangdong. At that time, Hakka fishermen in the province were treating their precious
nets with yam juice to prevent rotting. Afterwards, they observed that the same nets
turned black after repeated exposure to the mineral-rich mud of the Pearl River Delta.

These elements were then applied to indigenous silk to produce the rare and special
mud silk, known in China as xiang yun sha. Referencing the silk’s ultra-soft, sonorous
characteristics, its historic translations include “perfumed cloud clothing,” and “singing
silk cloth.”

Over the following centuries, particularly in the Ming and Qing dynasties, the textile
gained admirers around the world as it was exported via the Silk Routes. By the 1920s,
the period of China’s silk industry boom, aristocrats across both East and West were
clamouring for the very finest mud silks on the market, their prices surpassing even gold.

“It was a silk originally used by workers, but after it evolved into fine clothing it became
one worn by emperors,” Echavarria says. “I love that kind of luxury. Throughout its
history, it has been a fabric for everybody.”

The craft of mud silk has been passed down over millennia. Handmade in a natural
closed-loop organic ecosystem—thanks to the silkworms that eat the leaves of the
mulberry trees planted alongside the water—mud silk production is both seasonal and M u d Si I k is a b I e n d Of
time-intensive.

Still produced only in Guangzhou between the months of March and November, its ofe 1
processes include drying and grinding the yams, dyeing the fabric many times until the res I | I e n Ce a n d p O et ry.
desired colour has been absorbed, and applying fine, iron-infused mud from the Pearl
River to give the material its signature lacquered texture. —Marcella Echavarria
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The fabric has contrasting

surfaces on each side: a glossy
black face and a matte orange-
brown reverse achieved using

yam (Dioscorea cirrhosa) from
Guandong, a medicinal tuber known
for its antibacterial and antiviral
properties benefitting people with
sensitive skin.
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From past to present

Like many traditional crafts, the making of mud silk has had its share of obstacles.
The onset of China’s Cultural Revolution (1966—1976) led to an abrupt halt in silk
production, while the rise of fast fashion in the 1990s led to a new global demand for
synthetic fabrics. These days, while still sought after by enlightened collectors, mud silk
is not known to many outside the textile trade.

When manufacturing slowly started up again in the 21st century, only a handful of
artisans were familiar with the age-old methods of production.

Keen to preserve the ancestral culture of mud silk while introducing its age-old beauty
to the world of contemporary fashion, Echavarria successtully transformed her passion
project into a luxury label with the launch of Noir Mud Silk in 2020.

“I do it following my own principles on what fashion should embrace,” she says. “I
follow ancestral shapes, such as kimonos and tunics. It’s about respecting the material
and its traditions in the best possible way. I'd never thought about being a fashion
designer before, but after falling in love with mud silk, it was a project I just had to do.”

After sourcing the raw fabric from China, Echavarria crafts it into her timeless
garments at an atelier in her home country of Colombia. “I found a lady who was trained
in haute couture, so I developed a whole workshop for her and her family. They are very
artistic and make use of every single scrap of fabric,” she says.

Though she was brand new to the world of fashion design when she launched Noir
Mud Silk, Echavarria was prepared with a masters in sustainable development and a
background in high-end fashion magazines. She had also established her eponymous
consultancy firm, which continues to operate today.

Specializing in branding luxury and sustainability with deference to culture and
traditions, the firm has helped elevate many local artisans to the international stage.
Echavarria’s career highlights include working with designer Donna Karan on
SURevolution, one of the first global brands to connect luxury with handmade, and co-
founding XTANT, an annual gathering of the heritage textiles community.

“I've been involved with artisans throughout my life. I have an eye for quality. We
become excellent by elevating something that is excellent,” Echevarria says.

While “sustainability” has become something of a buzzword in luxury fashion in
recent years, Echavarria takes the premise seriously within Noir Mud Silk, meticulously
applying its various meanings to every aspect of the business.

“I'm helping the continuation of a heritage from a 5,000 years civilization, putting it on
the map by telling its story, by having people wear it and understand it,” she says. “Then
there’s the social aspect of the people who make the clothing—the business is helping to
improve their lives. ... The artisans have a lifestyle that’s respectful to the cycles of nature.”

Though Echavarria has no immediate plans to deviate from Noir Mud Silk’s core
collection offering, she notes that her travels may influence future designs. “If I go to
Tibet, I may become inspired to create chubas.”

Other concepts she has considered include a padded winter vest stuffed with silk and a
potential home line. “People are so in love with how mud silk feels on the skin that they
want to sleep on it,” Echavarria says.

“Mud silk is the equivalent of wearing a super expensive face cream. It’s a real

investment. It’s the closest thing to wearing earth, or even ceramic, on your skin.”
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