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A Tent For The Afterlife?
Remarks on a Qinghai-Sichuanese Panel
Mariachiara GASPARINI

Recent excavations in Qinghai Province, China, have disclosed textiles and
DUWZRUNV IURP 7X\XKXQ7XER 7LEHWDQ  WRPEV GDWHG WR WKH th-9th centuries,
that suggest artistic and cultural exchanges along an external southern branch
of the main Silk Road, between Gansu and Sichuan Provinces, across the
Qinghai-Tibetan plateau toward the Himalayas. Many similar textiles, possibly
from this area, have appeared lately on the art market and ended in private
collections. Although these textiles, dated to the early Tibetan period, follow a
popular prototype established in Central Asia in the 6th century, the technical
features, colors, and other indigenous elements suggest that they were woven
in workshops different from those established between Sogdiana and Gansu.
The exhibition “Cultural Exchange Along the Silk Road – Masterpieces of the
Tubo Period,” organized by the Dunhuang Research Academy and the Pritzker
Collaborative Art between July and October 2019 in Dunhuang, Gansu, was a
groundbreaking event that gathered scholarly attention on early Tibetan material
culture, but a relevant publication is still forthcoming. In my previous work, I
EULHÁ\GLVFXVVHGDJURXSRI VLONWH[WLOHVSRVVLEO\IURP4LQJKDLRU6LFKXDQWKDW
I analyzed in 2014 in the China National Silk Museum in Hangzhou, Zhejiang.1
In light of the recent material excavated, published online, or displayed in
Dunhuang, in this article, I reevaluate the data previously collected, and discuss
in detail the technical and iconographic features of one of the fragments held
in Hangzhou. Eventually, the piece was recognized as the ending part of a large

Mariachiara GASPARINI is an assistant professor of Chinese Art and Architectural History at the University of
Oregon.
1

Gasparini, Transcending Patterns.

62

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 6, No. 2, December 2021

panel, which is now in the Abegg Stiftung in Riggisberg, Switzerland.2
Keywords: Beaded roundel; Tent; Nomads; Southern Silk Road; Transhimalayas;
Weft-faced weaving; Qinghai

Introduction
%HWZHHQWKHWKDQGWKFHQWXULHVWKH7XER 7LEHWDQ SHRSOHHVWDEOLVKHGDODUJHHPSLUHWKDW
stretched from the Tibetan plateau to the western regions of China. Recent archaeological
discoveries in Qinghai Province have disclosed textiles and metalworks that show the
interactions of early Tibetans with other populations along an external south-western branch
RI  WKH PDLQ 6LON 5RDG PDS   6RPH RI  WKHVH REMHFWV PLJKW KDYH EHHQ SURGXFHG IRU WKH
newborn empire in Sichuan Province or southern Central Asia and imported across the
Transhimalaya. In light of the new material discovered, this paper discusses and recontextualizes
a textile fragment in the China National Silk Museum in Hangzhou that I initially analyzed in

Map 1. Map of the main Silk Routes across Central Asia,
Himalayas, and China by author.
2

,SUHVHQWHGWKHUHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI WKLVIUDJPHQWLQDWWKH%ULWLVK0XVHXP0HOORQ6\PSRVLXP´7H[WLOH
from the Silk Road in Museum Collections,” but a detailed paper on this subject has never been published. This
paper presents some new data collected in the last two years. Regarding new discoveries in Qinghai see Lau,
“Relics Unearthed.”
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2014. The fragment, which matches part of a panel held in the Abegg Stiftung in Switzerland,
H[KLELWHGLQDQGDJDLQLQVXJJHVWVWKHFRQVXPSWLRQRI OX[XULRXVWH[WLOHVDPRQJ
early Tibetans who might have used them to decorate their tents, which in Chinese texts
are referred to as “golden tents.” This paper lays the foundations of a new project that
KDV UHFHQWO\ UHFHLYHG D VLJQLÀFDQW JUDQW IURP WKH +HQU\ /XFH )RXQGDWLRQ$PHULFDQ
Council of Learned Societies with the support of the National Endowment for the
Humanities. The new project, titled “Across the Tuyuhun-Tubo Kingdom: Visualizing
Material Culture from Dunhuang to Sichuan between the 6th and 9th centuries,” aims to
UHFRQVWUXFWWKHWH[WLOHHQWDQJOHPHQWEHWZHHQ*DQVXWR6LFKXDQDQGFODULÀHVZKHWKHUWKH
Tuyuhun-Tubo people produced, commissioned, or only traded these textiles.

Between Iran and Turan
Some of the textiles I analyzed are decorated with re-elaborations of earlier Sino-Iranian
patterns and motifs often seen on metalworks. In Silberschätze des Orients 6LOYHU 7UHDVXUHV
RI  WKH 2ULHQW  %RULV 0DUVKDN UHIHUUHG WR WKHP DV ´ODWH EDURTXH 6DVDQLDQVW\OHµ REMHFWV3
7KH 6DVDQLDQV ZKR UXOHG WKH ODVW SUH,VODPLF ,UDQLDQ HPSLUH  &(  DUH JHQHUDOO\
DQGVLPSOLVWLFDOO\UHIHUUHGWRDVWKHRULJLQDOFUHDWRUVRI DVSHFLÀF]RRPRUSKLFLFRQRJUDSK\
that spread across Eurasia on textiles and metalworks and continued to be used in Qinghai
after the fall of their empire. As reported in the Xin Tangshu ᯠୀᴨ New History of the Tang 
FRPSRVHGLQWKHODVW6DVDQLDQUXOHU3HUR],,,  DQGKLVVRQ1DUVHKÁHGWR
&KLQDDQGDVNHGIRU7DQJ  VXSSRUWDJDLQVWWKH$UDELQYDVLRQ4,QWKH7DQJDUP\
ZDVHYHQWXDOO\GHIHDWHGE\WKH$UDE$EEDVLG&DOLSKDWH  VXSSRUWHGE\7UNLFDQG
Tibetan groups of people on the Talas River in present-day Kazakhstan.5 In 2003, Etzuko
Kageyana, by building upon the scholarship of Phyllis Ackerman and Dorothy G. Shepherd,
GLVWLQJXLVKHG WH[WLOHV IURP ;LQMLDQJ LQWR 6DVDQLDQ DQG &HQWUDO $VLDQ RU PRUH VSHFLÀFDOO\
Sogdian.6 The latter group is similar to some of the textiles from Qinghai published in Central
Asian Textiles and Their Contexts in the Early Middle Ages, edited by Regula Schorta in 2006.
Recently, Matteo Compareti has also mentioned unpublished textile material from Qinghai
in “Iranian Composite Creatures between the Caucasus and Western China: The Case of the
So-called Simurgh” and noted that a few motifs, such as the simurgh and the boar’s head, were
preferred only in some areas along the Silk Road.
3
4

5
6




Marshak, Silberschaխtze des Orients, 
Daryaee, Sasanian Persia,  ; Compareti, “The Last Sasanians in China,” 211; 'DIÀQj ´/D 3HUVLD
sassanide secondo,” 139; Chavannes, Documents sur les Tou-kiue (Turc).
Bai, Zhingguo Huihui Minzu Shi, 224-225.
Kageyama, “Use and Production of Silks”; Ackerman, “An Unpublished Sasanian Textile,” 42-50; Ackerman,
´$6DVDQLDQ7DSHVWU\µ6FKHSKHUGDQG+HQQLQJ´=DQGDQLML,GHQWLÀHG"µ
Schorta, ed., Central Asian Textiles.
Compareti, “Iranian Composite Creatures.”
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%XWWKHWH[WLOHWUDGHDQGFLUFXODWLRQEHWZHHQ*DQVX;LQMLDQJDQG6LFKXDQRU&HQWUDO
Asia and Sichuan across the Himalayas, mediated by people of different origins, including
QRPDGLFJURXSVZKRFRQWULEXWHGWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRI  +DQ &KLQHVHDHVWKHWLFVGXULQJ
WKH7DQJSHULRG  KDVQRW\HWEHHQGLVFXVVHG9 The fragment that I present in this
paper is part of a larger group of textile items held in the China National Silk Museum
DQGWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJDQGH[HPSOLÀHVWKHSURFHVVHVRI DFFXOWXUDWLRQDQGLGHQWLW\WKURXJK
“peripheral” material culture and pictorial art. Here, I discuss the combination of “Sasanian”
Central Asian zoomorphic motifs with indigenous Qinghai-Tibetan elements, as they appear
on a large silk weft-faced panel, which might have been initially used in a nomadic tent.
Sino-Iranian artistic models were re-elaborated by Türko-Tibetan and proto-Mongolian
populations across and beyond Central Asia. During the Sasanian period, this area was
LGHQWLÀHGDV7XUDQWKHRSSRVLWHVSDWLDOXQLWRI ,UDQRUIranshahar, the land between the Oxus
5LYHU $PX'DU\D WRWKH(DVWDQGWKH(XSKUDWHV5LYHUWRWKH:HVW
Although the eastern boundaries of the Sasanian empire are already mentioned in
a few Sasanin documents, they are described explicitly in 10th-century Central Asian and
Persian literature.10$VDUJXHGE\*KHUDUGR*QROLLWZDVWKH6DVDQLDQVWKDWFOHDUO\GHÀQHG
the borders of IranshaharWRÀWWKHLUDJHQGD11 By the Sasanian period, the Zoroastrian sacred
FHQWHUVKDGDOUHDG\EHHQPRYHGIURP&HQWUDO$VLD DVGHVFULEHGLQWKHUHOLJLRXVWH[WVAvesta 
to the western parts of the Iranian plateau.12 Thus, in the Iranian epic poem Shahnameh 7KH
%RRNRI .LQJV ZULWWHQE\)HUGRZVLEHWZHHQDQG7XUDQLQLWLDOO\LQFOXGHGLQWKH
Iranian world-system, became the land of non-Iranian people, or the Türks.13 According to
the Arab geographer, al-Maqdisi, in the 10th century, also Tubbat or Tibet, was part of the
land of the Türks.14 Although the origin of the Tibetan Bon religion is still debated, Russian
VFKRODUVRI 7LEHWDQVWXGLHVKDYHORQJDJRSRLQWHGWRLWV,UDQLDQRULJLQDQGLGHQWLÀHGVRPH
Bon divinities with Zoroastrian divinities, such as Wise Bumkhiri as Ahura Mazda.15 It has
been suggested that the biography of the Bon’s founder, gShen-rab 6KHQUDE  ZKLFK ZDV
recorded in a 9thFHQWXU\ HGLWLRQ ZDV RULJLQDOO\ FRPSLOHG LQ $UDPDLF LQ (ODP ,UDQ  DQG
centuries later translated into Tibetan from the Zhang-Zhung language, which was spoken in
northwestern Tibet. From an excerpt of this biography, it appears that sTag-gzig 7DJ]LJ DQG
Zhang-Zhung, where gShen-rab had lived before moving to central Tibet, were lands inhabited
by Iranian tribes and nomads of Iranian origins, respectively. But sTag-gzig was likely in Central
Asia rather than Iran, where the Bon religion began, including some Zoroastrian elements.16
9
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In this essay China refers to Han China. The Han were, and still are today, the majority ethnic group in China.
Daryaee, “The Idea of the Sacred Land”; Bosworth, “৫XUĆQµ
Gnoli, The Idea of Iran.
'DU\DHH´7KH,GHDRI WKH6DFUHG/DQGµ
Bosworth; Aktürk, “Representation of the Turkic Peoples,” 16.
Akasoy and Burnett, eds., Islam and Tibet Interactions along the Musks Routes, 22-23.
.X]QHWVRY´7KH+LJKHVW'HLWLHVRI WKH7LEHWDQ%RQ5HOLJLRQµ´,QÁXHQFHRI WKH3DPLUVRQ7LEHWDQ
Culture.”
.DOR\DQRY´,UDQR7LEHWLFD6RPH2EVHUYDWLRQVRQWKH7LEHW%RQµ
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Technical Analysis and Graphic Reconstruction of Fragment
#2011.57.4 in the China National Silk Museum
Among the fragments that I analyzed in the China National Silk Museum in 2014, there was a
GDPDJHGWKLFNUHFWDQJXODUVLONSLHFHPHDVXULQJ[FHQWLPHWHUVZRYHQDVDZHIWIDFHG
compound 1/2 S-twill, with Z-twist warps, and with eight weft colors throughout, which is
WKHKLJKHVWQXPEHUGRFXPHQWHGWRGDWHGDWHGWREHWZHHQWKHth and mid-9th centuries. A
weft-faced textile is made with a main warp, a binding warp, and a weft composed of two or
PRUHVHULHVRI WKUHDGVWKDWFDQEHHQGHGLQWDEE\ DOVRNQRZQDVWDTXHWp RUWZLOO DOVRNQRZQ
DVVDPLWH 7KHWRSHGJHKDVRSHQVWLWFKHVZKLFKVXJJHVWDVHDP,WKDVDERXWDTXDUWHURI 
a roundel at the top left corner and three smaller roundels at the bottom right corner linked
with a heart-shaped petal. Each of these roundels encloses an animal that is only partially
visible. Above one of the three roundels, the fragment features a running half animal with
hoofs on the right. Below these three, between the right and central roundels, a triangular
motif appears on a curved band enclosing crescents that suggest a giant, central medallion
ÀJ ,UHFRQVWUXFWHGWKHPLVVLQJSRUWLRQVDQGWKHRYHUDOOGHVLJQE\PHDVXULQJHYHU\JUDSKLF
element and comparing these with other similar fragments in the same collection and in other
LQVWLWXWLRQVWKDW,KDGSUHYLRXVO\DQDO\]HG ÀJ 

Figure 1. Textile fragment. Possibly from Qinghai,
6LFKXDQRU&HQWUDO$VLDWK²PLGWKFHQW6LON:HIW
IDFHG6WZLOO[FP&RXUWHV\RI &KLQD1DWLRQDO
6LON0XVHXP+DQJ]KRX  

Figure 2. Measuring of one of the
roundels on the textile fragment
LQWKH&KLQD1DWLRQDO6LON
Museum, Hangzhou. Photo by author.
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The roundels, which should all be the same size, have different diameters. This
characteristic is typical of these textiles. Another example in the same collection that
clearly shows this feature, and helped the reconstruction of the piece under discussion, is a
rectangular weft-faced S-twill with two-lobed roundels, each enclosing a single duck facing
right with a Sasanian pativia UR\DOULEERQ DQGDQHFNODFHZLWKWKUHHPHGDOOLRQVKHOGLQWKH
beak. Above these two, two other almost-half roundels are visible, enclosing the feet and
ZLQJVRI GLIIHUHQWELUGVIDFLQJOHIW ÀJ 

Figure 3. Textile fragment featuring a row of two lobed roundels enclosing a duck facing right with pativia
DQGVXJJHVWHGPHDVXUHPHQWVRI WKHPLVVLQJURXQGHO V E\DXWKRU3RVVLEO\IURP4LQJKDL6LFKXDQRU
&HQWUDO$VLDWK²PLGWKFHQW6LON:HIWIDFHG6WZLOO&RXUWHV\RI &KLQD1DWLRQDO6LON0XVHXP+DQJ]KRX  0HDVXUDPHQWVDQGUHFRQVWUXFWLRQ WZRSRVVLEOHELUGVIDFLQJOHIW E\DXWKRU

7KLVIUDJPHQW   a LVDOPRVWLGHQWLFDOWRRWKHUVGLVFRYHUHGLQ'XODQ4LQJKDL
ZKLFKWRJHWKHUFRPSRVHDFRPSOHWHLPDJH 4.  b %RWKDUHZHIWIDFHG6WZLOO
compounds with Z-twisted dark brown warps and have a selvage of 2.5 centimeters. The
RYHUDOOVL]HRI WKHÀUVWURXQGHORQVDPSOHaLV ZHIWGLUHFWLRQ [ ZDUSGLUHFWLRQ 
FHQWLPHWHUV ,Q FRPSDULVRQ WKH VHFRQG URXQGHO PHDVXUHV  ZHIW GLUHFWLRQ  [  ZDUS
GLUHFWLRQ FHQWLPHWHUV7KHURXQGHOUHFRQVWUXFWHGRQbLV ZHIWGLUHFWLRQ [ ZDUS
GLUHFWLRQ FHQWLPHWHUV/LNHRWKHUWH[WLOHVIURPWKH4LQJKDL6LFKXDQHVHDUHDWKHVHVDPSOHV
RFFDVLRQDOO\KDYHZHIWVÁRDWLQJRQWKHEDFN ÀJ  But, more important for reconstructing
the panel fragment in Hangzhou were a few other fragments held in the Abegg Stiftung,
PRVWO\GDWHGWREHWZHHQWKHth and 9th centuries. On one of those, mirrored ducks enclosed
LQVPDOOHUPHGDOOLRQVZLWKDÁRZHUDWHYHU\FDUGLQDOSRLQWDSSHDUDVWKHVHFRQGDU\PRWLIV


=KDR´:HDYLQJ0HWKRGVIRU:HVWHUQVW\OH6DPLWµ$FFRUGLQJWR=KDRWKHPRWLI DOVRLQFOXGHVOLRQV
WLJHUVKRUVHVDQGÁRZHU
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that accompany larger, lobed roundels framing a pair of mirrored, standing lions, and two
PLUURUHGUXQQLQJZLOGGRQNH\VXQGHUQHDWKWKHP ÀJDE (DFKOREHRI WKHVHURXQGHOV
encloses a different animal. Both these elements and the overall structure, which suggest a
unique style, recall the piece in Hangzhou.

)LJXUH)ORDWLQJZHIWVRQWKHEDFNRI IUDJPHQWZLWKGXFNVLQWKH
China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou. Photo by author.

)LJXUHD YHUVRRQWKHOHIW DQGE UHFWRRQWKHULJKW 7H[WLOHIUDJPHQWIHDWXULQJVWDQGLQJ
lions on running donkeys or horses enclosed in lobed medallions with animals.
([WHUQDOPHGDOOLRQVZLWKDEORVVRPHQFORVLQJD PLUURUHG GXFN)ORDWLQJZHIWVRQWKH
EDFNDQG7LEHWDQLQVFULSWLRQWK²WKFHQW6LON:HIWIDFHG6²WZLOO
/RFDWLRQDQG2ZQHU$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ&+5LJJLVEHUJLQY1RD
3KRWRFUHGLWV$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ&+5LJJLVEHUJ SKRWR&KULVWRSKYRQ9LUjJ 
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Based on the material analyzed at that time, I traced the patterns on acetate sheets using
GLIIHUHQWFRORUVDQGDGGHGWKHPLVVLQJSDUWVZLWKDEODFNPDUNHU ÀJ 7KHÀUVWURXQGHORQ
the right frames a half body of an animal decorated with vertical weave motifs that recalled the
VWULSHGERG\RI WKHWLJHUVUHSHDWHGRQDUHGIUDJPHQWLQWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ D ,QVWHDG
WKH FHQWUDO URXQGHO KDV WZR DQLPDOV D UXQQLQJ ZLOG GRQNH\ ZKLFK , KDG LQLWLDOO\ LGHQWLÀHG
DVDJDOORSLQJKRUVH DWWKHERWWRPIDFLQJOHIWDQGZKDWORRNHGOLNHD+LPDOD\DQEOXHVKHHS
above it, facing right. The left roundel featured what I believed looked like a saiga antelope
ZLWKDQHFNODFH7KHWRSOHIWPLGVL]HURXQGHORQWKHIUDJPHQW ZKLFKZDVPDGHRI DEDQG
ZLWKRYHUODSSHGOHDYHVWKDW,ZLOOGLVFXVVODWHU VKRZHGRQO\WKHKRRIVRI DQDQLPDOIDFLQJOHIW
followed by a stretched curly-mane lion facing the opposite direction, and a winged pedestal at
the bottom. These elements suggested that they were part of a roundel enclosing a mirrored
LPDJHOLNHO\DQRWKHUDQLPDO%\FRQVLGHULQJVHYHUDOWH[WLOHIUDJPHQWVJHQHUDOO\LGHQWLÀHGDV
6RJGLDQRU6DVDQLDQ PHDQLQJ&HQWUDO$VLDQRU,UDQLDQ IHDWXULQJVWDJVGHHUDQGDQWHORSHV
with identical feet, I decided to reconstruct the missing animals as stags.

)LJXUH*UDSKLFUHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI WH[WLOHIUDJPHQWRQDFHWDWHVKHHWLQWKH
China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou, by author.

I had initially designed 15 identical roundels. However, the Abegg fragment discussed
above features 16 lobes enclosing animals. Most likely, as previously explained, the original
piece in Hangzhou, like other fragments, must have had roundels of different widths. For
WKLVUHDVRQ,PRGLÀHGWKHURXQGHOVWRPDNHWKHPXQHYHQDQG,IRUFHGDQRWKHUURXQGHO
into the pattern. Eventually, I also considered other fragments with similar compositions for
WKHÀQDOUHFRQVWUXFWLRQDQG,DGGHGWZRPRUHURXQGHOV IRUDWRWDORI URXQGHOV %XWWKH
PRWLI LQWKHODUJHFHQWUDOPHGDOOLRQZDVVWLOOXQGHWHUPLQHG,WKDGWREHRI VLJQLÀFDQWYLVXDO
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impact as reconstructed, considering the piece’s dimensions. I took into account two designs,
a seated curly-mane lion with raised front paws and a running donkey underneath from
DQRWKHUIUDJPHQWLQWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ D DQGDVWDJIHDWXULQJXQLTXHDQWOHUVPDGH
ZLWKVPDOOFUHVFHQWVSHUKDSVDQHON 2UUHGGHHU ZHDULQJDQHFNODFHZLWKWKUHHPHGDOOLRQV
IURPDIUDJPHQWLQWKH&KLQD1DWLRQDO6LON0XVHXP  %RWKRI WKHVHDQLPDOV
were considered regal among Central Asian people; however, these two, as designed on these
IUDJPHQWVDSSHDUHGXQLTXH ÀJ 

)LJXUH&RPSOHWHJUDSKLFUHFRQVWUXFWLRQRI WH[WLOHIUDJPHQWLQWKH
&KLQD1DWLRQDO6LON0XVHXP+DQJ]KRXZLWKDFHQWUDOPHGDOOLRQPDGHRI EHDGHG
roundels and two different animals proposed by the author as possible central motifs
PLUURUHGOLRQVDQGUXQQLQJGRQNH\VRUPLUURUHGFUHVFHQWDQWOHUVVWDJV 7KHHQWLUH
FRPSRVLWLRQZDVVXSSRVHGWREHPDGHRI IRXUVHSDUDWHSDQHOVRI FPHDFKLQFOXGLQJ
four mid-size roundels enclosing mirrored stags at the corners. Photo and reconstruction by author.

The Panel in the Abegg Stiftung
Because all these fragments above differed from what I had analyzed at that time in terms
of structure, dimensions, and designs, I believed that the one in Hangzhou was the remnant
RI DODUJHSDQHOFRPSRVHGRI IRXUSLHFHVPHDVXULQJDERXWFHQWLPHWHUVHDFKIRUDWRWDO
of 320 centimeters. To date, the loom used for weaving these compounds, which likely
lacked a tool that equally separated the warps, has not yet been discovered. As Zhao Feng
has suggested, it might have been similar to the vertical zilu loom, which is still used today
in Meybod, Iran, used to create textiles with a width of ten meters and a height of four
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meters.8VLQJDYHUWLFDOORRPWKHZHDYHUVFRXOGDOVRSURGXFHWKHÁRDWLQJZHIWVRQWKH
reverse of the compounds, as they appear on many of the fragments from Dulan. However,
the type of loom used for weaving some of these textiles had to include a system of cords
crossing the warps and leashes, each connected to a set of warps according to the design
that had to be produced. Pattern repeats appear in the weft direction, but not “mechanical”
UHSHDWVLQWKHZDUSGLUHFWLRQ6LQFHWKLVORRP ZKLFKZDVQRWDPHFKDQLFDOHQJLQHDVXVHG
WRGD\ ODFNHGDSDWWHUQLQJSURJUDPWKHZHDYHUFRXOGRQO\SURFHHGIROORZLQJD´SLFNXS
method” done on a simple, on cords, or directly on the warps. By analyzing the weaving
sequence of a pattern, it is possible to distinguish the type of pick-up. In our case, it is
likely that the pick-up occurred on a simple with leashes and that the weaver started the
pattern from the outline toward the inline and then completed the rest of the ground in a
VWUDLJKWVHTXHQFH   ÀJ 19

)LJXUH:HIWIDFHGORRPZLWKFRUGODVKV\VWHPSDWWHUQSLFNXSRQVLPSOHVZLWKODVKHV
In Zhao Feng. “Weaving Methods,” 209.

,Q,HYHQWXDOO\GLVFRYHUHGWKDWWKHIUDJPHQW,KDGDQDO\]HGLQ+DQJ]KRXLQ
ZDVLGHQWLFDOWRDVHFWLRQRI DWH[WLOHSDQHOQRZKHOGLQ6ZLW]HUODQG  WKDWLQFOXGHVD
fragmented plain fabric at the top and polychromatic trim at the bottom edge.20 Unlike my

19
20

Zhao, “Weaving Methods for Western-style Samit,” 204-205.
Zhao, “Weaving Methods for Western-style Samit,” 
The Abegg Stiftung displayed some of their new acquisitions in the exhibition “Material Tracing: Conserving
DQG([SORULQJ7H[WLOHVµIURP$SULOWR1RYHPEHULQFOXGLQJWKHSDQHO,GLVFXVVHGLWLQTranscending
Patterns, 
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reconstruction, the original panel in Switzerland showed only the giant central medallion
IUDPHGE\VPDOOEHDGHGURXQGHOV RUSHDUOPHGDOOLRQV DQGSHWDOVDQGDOLWWOHPRUHWKDQ
a quarter of a medium-size roundel at each corner enclosing a bull.21 The central motif was
two mirrored elks with antlers made of small crescents standing on rear feet in front of a
6DVDQLDQVW\OHWUHHRI OLIHOLNHWKHW\SHFDUYHGLQ7DTH%RVWDQ ÀJ 6XUSULVLQJO\WKHDQLPDO
ZDVRQHRI WKHWZRW\SHV,KDGVHOHFWHGDVDFHQWUDO PLUURUHG PRWLI IRUP\UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ
Like a central axis, the tree divides the composition into two mirrored parts and suggests that
the loom’s width comprises only one pattern.

)LJXUH'UDZLQJE\DXWKRURI WKHWH[WLOHSDQHOKHOGLQWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ  PHDVXULQJ
[FPIROORZHGE\WKHIUDJPHQWKHOGLQWKH&KLQD1DWLRQDO6LON0XVHXP  

Among the animals enclosed in the smaller roundels, there was a tiger with vertical
weaving stripes in the body, a blue sheep and a donkey running in opposite directions, a
female antelope or dromedary with reins, a curly-mane lion, a boar, a bull, an ibex, a duck
with a ribbon, and an elephant. The two central roundels on the vertical axis instead enclosed
WZRGLIIHUHQWÁRZHUV7KHFRPSRVLWLRQDVLWVWDQGVFDQRQO\EHFRPSDUHGWRDEOXHDQGZKLWH
GRXEOHIDFHIUDJPHQWLQWKH1DWLRQDO0XVHXPRI ,UDQLQ7HKUDQ ÀJ 7KLVIUDJPHQW
likely from the 10th or 11th century, shows a row of double medallions enclosing two seated
PLUURUHG JULIÀQV LQ IURQW RI  D FHQWUDO SDOP  WUHH 7KHUH DUH  GRXEOHEHDGHG URXQGHOV
between the two medallions, each framing an animal, except for the two roundels at the top
DQGERWWRPRQWKHFHQWUDOD[LVWKDWHQFORVHDVWDUÁRZHU,QWHUHVWLQJO\VHFRQGDU\PRWLIVDUH
21

5HJDUGLQJWKHGHÀQLWLRQRI WKHEHDGHGURXQGHOPRWLI DV´SHDUOPHGDOOLRQRUURXQGHOµVHH0HOLNLDQ&KLUYDQL
´3DUDQGDQG3DUQL\ĆQG,GHQWLÀHGµ
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VPDOOHUPHGDOOLRQVHQFORVLQJDÁRZHUZLWKDVPDOOEORVVRPDWHDFKFDUGLQDOSRLQWVLPLODU
to those graphic elements on some of the fragments in the Abegg Stiftung, enclosing ducks
RUEXOOV  ÀJD 

Figure 10. Textile fragment featuring double beaded medallions enclosing roundels with
DQLPDOVDQGPLUURUHGJULIÀQVDJDLQVWDWUHHDWWKHFHQWHU6HFRQGDU\PRWLIVDUHURXQGHOVZLWKVPDOO
EORVVRPVDWHDFKFDUGLQDOSRLQWHQFORVLQJDVWDUÁRZHUWKWKFHQW6LON'RXEOHIDFH
From Ray, Iran. Iran National Museum, Tehran. Courtesy of Fabien Dany.

By reconstructing the whole pattern, I had imagined a larger panel made of four pieces of
FHQWLPHWHUVHDFKZLWKDSHUIHFWPHGDOOLRQDWWKHFHQWHU7KHSDQHOLQWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ
LQVWHDGLVZRYHQDVDVLQJOHSLHFHRI  OHQJWK [ ZLGWK FHQWLPHWHUV LQVWHDGRI 
FHQWLPHWHUVOLNHWKHWRWDOZLGWKRI WKHWZRFHQWUDOSDQHOVDFFRUGLQJWRP\UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ 
For this reason, the central roundel looks like an oval framed by 20 small roundels of
different dimensions. Only a loom similar to the zilu, not equipped with a divisional warp
tool, such as the one mentioned above, could have produced a panel of these dimensions.
6th-century documents from Dunhuang and Turfan refer to some polychromatic textiles as 䭖
jin, which were made in warp-faced and weft-faced structures. The latter generally were 190FHQWLPHWHUVLQOHQJWKDQGFHQWLPHWHUVLQZLGWK+RZHYHUDIHZGRFXPHQWVDOVR
mention a type of textile called བྷ䭖da jin, meaning “large jin,” which differed from the ѝ䭖
zhong jin PHGLXPjin WKDWPHDVXUHG[FHQWLPHWHUV22 The da jin, measured by the pi ३
OHQJWK LQ'XQKXDQJDQGE\WKH zhang ᕐ SLHFH LQ7XUIDQZDVOLNHO\ODUJHUWKDQWKHzhong jin.
22

Zhao and Wang, “Glossary of Textile Terminology,” 369.

Gasparini: A Tent For The Afterlife? Remarks on a Qinghai-Sichuanese Panel

73

7KHGRFXPHQWVKRZHYHUGRQRWVSHFLÀFDOO\H[SODLQWKHSDWWHUQVDQGPRWLIVZRYHQRQWKHVH
WH[WLOHVEXWZHNQRZWKDWWH[WLOHVUHIHUUHGWRDV&HQWUDO$VLDQZHUHFODVVLÀHGDV⮚䭖fanjin.23
The small number of Chinese weft-faced jin incorporating Central Asian motifs but with
S-twisted warps have mainly been discovered in Turfan and a few also in Dulan.24 However,
the panel discussed in this paper has Z-twisted warps, which are generally seen in Central
Asian weavings. The spinning direction of the warp is usually recognized as Chinese if it was
WZLVWHGFORFNZLVH 6 DQG&HQWUDO$VLDQLI LWZDVWZLVWHGFRXQWHUFORFNZLVH = 

Iconographic Analysis
The material evidence discussed above makes it clear that the panel was part of a unique
textile production that differed from those developed earlier between Eastern Iran and China
RUPRUHVSHFLÀFDOO\EHWZHHQ6RJGLDQDDQG*DQVX$OWKRXJKVRPHRI WKHPRWLIVDSSHDUYHU\
similar to those on the fragments from the Turfan-Dunhuang area, the overall combination
of the graphic elements, the color palette, and the thickness of the fabric suggest a further
step in the development of Central Asian iconography on weft-faced compounds. In China,
this textile structure was acquired through the arrival of foreign monks, merchants, and
artisans and the establishment of Türkic and Iranian colonies around the 6th century.25
%XWZLWKWKHULVHRI WKH7LEHWDQVLQZHVWHUQ&KLQDLQWKHth century, Central Asian textile
iconography seems to have developed into a new form, which eventually became part of
the semi-nomadic people that formed the Tibetan empire. In Qinghai, in 663, the Tibetans
had absorbed the local Tuyuhun of proto-Mongolian origin that had migrated to that area
around the 4th century. However, under the Tibetan ruler, the Tuyuhun continued to use
their socio-political and cultural systems and presented tributes to the Tibetans, supplying
them with materials and paying taxes. They were in contact with the Hephthalites in Bactria
D&HQWUDO$VLDQUHJLRQEHWZHHQWKHQRUWKRI WKH+LQGXNXVKDQGWKHVRXWKRI WKH2[XV
5LYHU DQGDFWHGDVWKHLUWUDQVODWRUVLQ&KLQD+LVWRULFDOUHFRUGVGHPRQVWUDWHDFHUWDLQOHYHO
of Chinese acculturation and the use of the Chinese writing system.26 Recent excavations in
*DQVX4LQJKDLDQG;LQMLDQJKDYHEURXJKWWROLIHZHOOSUHVHUYHGWRPEVRI ODWHU7X\XQKXQ
and early Tibetan royal families, containing luxurious items, including metalwork, textiles, and
also documents in an unknown language written with Chinese characters.
,W LV OLNHO\ WKDW WKH 7X\XKXQ GLUHFWO\ LPSRUWHG WH[WLOH PDWHULDO IURP ERWK &HQWUDO RU
6RXWK $VLDDQG&KLQD$VLWLVVHHQLQWKHIDPRXVSDLQWLQJ%XQLDQ7X↕䖷മ Emperor Taizong
23
24
25

26



Zhao and Wang, “Glossary of Textile Terminology,” 369.
Zhao, “Silk in the Sui, Tang and Five Dynasties,” 219.
Recently, Eric Boudot published on the development of weft-faced compound, “A 5th – 6th Century Sasanian
Silk Taqueté.”
;X´7KH'LVFRYHU\([FDYDWLRQDQG6WXG\µeWLHQQHGHOD9DLVVLqUH´,V7KHUHD¶1DWLRQDOLW\RI WKH
Hephthalites’?,” 122.
The news was published on November 2, 2019 by the National Cultural Heritage Administration of China.
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giving audience to the Ambassador of Tibet by Yan Liben 䯫・ᵜ  WKH7LEHWDQVZHUH
already accustomed to Central Asian textiles at the rise of their empire. The scroll illustrates
WKH7LEHWDQDPEDVVDGRU RUSHUKDSVD7UNRUD7X\XKXQ" ZHDULQJDUREHPDGHRI WZRW\SHV
of textiles: a red ground featuring ducks in roundels, like the type discussed above, and arches
HQFORVLQJ YDULRXV DQLPDOV RQ D EHLJH\HOORZ JURXQG ÀJ   $ FORDN PDGH RI  WKLV ODWWHU
W\SH5GDWHGWRWKHth century, now in the Abegg Stiftung, was displayed in Dunhuang in
2019. It features curly-mane lions, ibexes, bulls, and elks, however, a Tibetan ink inscription
has been found in the hem, which implies that it was written before transforming the fabric
SHUKDSVDKDQJLQJ LQWRDQRXWÀW7KHFXVWRPRI LQVFULELQJWH[WLOHVZLWKLQNZDVQRWXQXVXDO
Some fragments in Switzerland, previously mentioned, also disclosed Tibetan inscriptions.29

Figure 11. Detail of the Tibetan Ambassador portrayed in Emperor Taizong giving
audience to the Ambassador of Tibet>↕䖷മ Bunian Tu] by Yan Liben 䯫・ᵜ  
th cent. Palace Museum Beijing. Public domain. Source: Wikepedia.



29

Regula Schorta and Anja Bayer presented the results of the analysis carried on the Abegg’s textiles in a paper
titled “Seventh to Ninth Century Woven Silks with Patterns of Animals and Birds: with a Case Study on the
Transformation of a Western Asian Silk Panel into a Golden Cloak,” during the International Symposium
Cultural Exchange Along the Silk Road th-9th&HQWXU\ RUJDQL]HGLQ'XQKXDQJIURP2FWREHU
Heller, “Two Inscribed Fabrics”; also Heller, “Recent Findings on Textiles.”
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Other panels exhibited in Dunhuang in 2019 showed similar compositions with stags
as the primary animals, often enclosed in medallions, surrounded by secondary zoomorphic
motifs. But while some of these animals are already found on earlier textiles, such as ducks
with a pativia, curly-mane lions, and bulls, others, such as crescent-antlered elks, tigers, ibexes,
entire boars, running donkeys, and elephants, seem to be unique to these textiles. Although
they can be traced back to earlier Iranian models, like those that also appear on metalwork,
WKH\DUHPRUHQDWXUDOLVWLFDQGFRPELQHGZLWKÁRUDOPRWLIVW\SLFDORI 7DQJDUW7KHLQFOXVLRQ
of animals into beaded roundels or lobes composing larger medallions, accompanied by
RWKHUÁRUDOHOHPHQWVVXJJHVWVLFRQRJUDSKLFDGYDQFHPHQWLQZHDYLQJZHIWIDFHGFRPSRXQGV
in the post-Sasanian period.
$PRQJWKHYDULRXVDQLPDOVUHSUHVHQWHGRQWKHSDQHOWKHGXFNZLWK RUZLWKRXW pativa
requires more attention. It was one of the most popular motifs that widely appeared on
various media across Eurasia. It is often attributed to the Sasanians, as it is seen on the
costumes of some people carved in the rock relief of Taq-e Bostan in Iran and on the robe
RI RQHRI WKHVRFDOOHG6DVDQLDQDPEDVVDGRUVLQ$IUDV\DE6RJGLDQDERWKGDWHGWRWKHth
century.30 A coeval, similar example of unknown provenance but attributed to Iran that would
prove the motif ’s origin is a silk weft-faced twill fragment in the Cleveland Museum of Art
  ÀJ 7KHSLHFHZKLFKUHFDOOVWKRVHIURP4LQJKDLVKRZVWZROREHGURXQGHOV
enclosing ducks facing left. Above these two, there is a horizontal band with a sequence
RI RYHUODSSHGOHDYHVDPRWLI LGHQWLFDOWRDQth-9th century band with a Pahlavi inscription
mentioning the Iranian title “the Great, King of Kings” woven on the back, discovered in
'XODQ 4. 31 The same leaf motif also appears on the roundel border at the corner
RI WKHSDQHOLQWKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJ,QWKHth century, single or mirrored ducks enclosed in
beaded or lobed roundels were still considered auspicious and royal motifs. A set of perfectly
SUHVHUYHGVLONZHIWIDFHGWZLOOLWHPV FRDWVOHHYHOHVVJDUPHQWERRWVDQGWURXVHUV IHDWXULQJ
beaded roundels enclosing two facing ducks and lined with Chinese silk twill damask, most
OLNHO\FRPSRVHGDSULQFHO\RXWÀW32 But lobed roundels enclosing ducks also appear depicted
on the pillow of the Buddha in parinirvanaLQ0RJDR&DYHGDWHGWRWKHPLG7DQJSHULRG
  ZKHQ 'XQKXDQJ IHOO WR WKH 7LEHWDQV 7KH 7LEHWDQ HPSHURU OHDGLQJ WKH UXOHUV
30

31

32

More information can be found in the online exhibition, 7KH6RJGLDQV,QÁXHQFHUVRQWKH6LON5RDG by the Freer and
Sackler Galleries. A section on textiles is forthcoming. https://sogdians.si.edu/.
0RUH LQIRUPDWLRQ UHJDUGLQJ WKLV EDQG KDV EHHQ SXEOLVKHG LQ =KDR ´:HDYLQJ 0HWKRGVµ  ;X ´7KH
'LVFRYHU\([FDYDWLRQDQG6WXG\µDQG=KDR´6LONLQWKH6XL7DQJDQG)LYH'\QDVWLHVµ
Mackie, Symbols of Power7KHFRDWDQGWURXVHUVDUHKHOGLQWKH&OHYHODQG0XVHXPRI $UW 
 WKHVOHHYHOHVVJDUPHQWLVSDUWRI WKH3ULW]NHUFROOHFWLRQDQGWKHERRWVLQWKH+LUD\DPD,NXR6LON
Road Museum in Japan. Recently, Zhao has presented the results of the textiles used for this set in a lecture
titled “Chinese Textiles on the Silk Road” organized by the Cleveland Museum of Art on June 2, 2021. He
UHFRQVWUXFWHGWKHSDWWHUQVRI HDFKLWHPDQGFRQÀUPHGWKDWWKH\ZHUHDOOFUHDWHGIURPWKHVDPHVLONSLHFH7KH
original silk cloth featured 11 rows of 5 roundels enclosing two mirrored ducks. According to Zhao the piece
was used in full to produce the set, which might have originally included a second pair of boots or trousers
VXSSRVLQJWKDWWKHWH[WLOHZDVODUJHUDQGLQFOXGHGURZVRI URXQGHOV DFFHVVHG$XJXVWKWWSV
www.clevelandart.org/events/virtual-events/Degenfelder-Lecture-Chinese-Textiles-from-the-Silk-Road.
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of the Buddhist world and mourning for the terrestrial death of the Buddha, was initially
illustrated in the cave.33

Figure 12. Textile fragment featuring two lobed roundels enclosing a duck and a band
ZLWKRYHUODSSHGOHDYHVWKFHQW6LON:HIWIDFHGWZLOO[FP3RVVLEO\IURP,UDQ7KH
&OHYHODQG0XVHXPRI $UW  &UHDWLYH&RPPRQ/LFHQVH

Regarding the other animals on the panel, the boar appears uniquely depicted with a
whole body. Roundels with boar’s heads have been widely discovered in the Turfan area, and
more recently, on embroidered items of unknown provenance, but likely from the QinghaiTibetan area as well.34 Deer and stags, which are connected to royal hunts in Iranian art, were
preferred motifs among nomadic or semi-nomadic people and were seen as royal symbols.
7KH\DSSHDURQDVLJQLÀFDQWQXPEHURI IUDJPHQWVIURPWKH7DULP%DVLQDQGWKRVHGLVFXVVHG
in this paper. However, on these samples, these animals are often depicted in pairs, standing on
four feet or the rear feet in front of a plant or a tree, as they appear in real life in Central Asia
DQG7UDQV+LPDOD\DQDUHDV ÀJDE 7KHFRPSRVLWLRQWKXVGHQRWHVDORFDOLFRQRJUDSKLF
character, which is not found on textile fragments discovered in Egypt or possibly from West
Asia, attributed to the Sasanians, where the animals generally appear singularly depicted. But,
the combination of stags and birds seems to be a feature of Tibetan material culture, as seen
33

34

The Tibetan rulers were originally depicted in the right-side wall, at the top corner, in the caves. That section of
WKHZDOOFROODSVHGRUZDVYDQGDOL]HGLQV,QDEODFNDQGZKLWHLPDJHRI WKHSDLQWLQJWDNHQE\WKH)UHQFK
Sinologist Paul Pelliot in the early 20th century, the Tibetan rulers are still visible. Cf. Karl Debreczeny, “Courts,
Politics, and Sino-Tibetan Artistic Exchange” Society for Asian Art lecture series at the Asian Art Museum, San
)UDQFLVFR $SULO DFFHVVHG$XJXVWKWWSVZZZ\RXWXEHFRPZDWFK"Y 24,X2B'$$
I have found a saddle, a quiver, and a pair of ribbons embroidered with this motif in three private collections
ZRUOGZLGH7KHVHSLHFHVDUHRI XQNQRZQRULJLQKRZHYHUWKHÀUVWZDVDOOHJHGO\VWRUHGLQDWHPSOHLQ1HSDO
Analysis will be undertaken next year, and the results presented in a future publication.
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RQDIHZSLHFHVRI JDUPHQWVIURPWKHVDPHSHULRG ÀJ $VVXJJHVWHGE\0DULR%XVVDJOL
they might have been associated with “hunting magic” as an expression of a single force or
power.35,Q7LEHWDQFXOWXUHERWKVWDJVDQGELUGV RI YDULRXVVSHFLHV DUHSULPDULO\JXDUGLDQV
of the soul and bring good fortune.36

Figure 13 a, b. Goats, ibexes and other animals while eating from plants and shrubs in Ladakh,
+LPDOD\DV3KRWRE\DXWKRU  

Figure 14. Drawing by author of a cape in the Abegg Stiftung, Riggisberg, Switzerland
 GDWHGWRWKHWK²WKFHQWIHDWXULQJODUJHPHGDOOLRQVHQFORVLQJWZRPLUURUHGVWDJV
on a wing pedestal and external geometric motifs enclong two mirrored ducks.
35
36

Bussagli, “Bronze Objects Collected,” 345-346.
Heller, “Preliminary Remarks on Birds and Deer,” 15-20.
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6WLOOWKHDQLPDOZLWKUHLQVLVDQXQXVXDOLPDJHWKDW,KDGLGHQWLÀHGDVDIHPDOHVDLJD
antelope with a necklace. The Abegg, instead, has described it as a dromedary, which differs
from the popular Bactrian camel with two humps found across Central Asia. It might be a
Bactrian-dromedary hybrid, known as Tulu camel, a breed used as a draft animal in Central
$VLD+RZHYHURQHFDQVSRWWKHVHFDPHOVRQVRPHRI WKH7LEHWDQFRIÀQVIURP4LQJKDLWKDW
GHSLFW UR\DO KXQWV DQG EDQTXHWLQJ VFHQHV LQFOXGLQJ YDULRXV DQLPDOV LH \DNV DQWHORSHV
GRQNH\VDQGDWLJHUZLWK´ZHDYLQJµVWULSHV 
$OWKRXJK QHLWKHU OLRQV QRU HOHSKDQWV DUH QDWLYH RI  7LEHW WKH\ DSSHDUHG LQ th-9th
century Tibetan art due to exchanges with neighboring countries. In one of the earliest
VWHOHV IRXQG LQ &HQWUDO 7LEHW GDWHG WR WKH th century, these two animals appear together.
Their combination might be due to the spread of Buddhism; the lion was the symbol of
6KDN\DPXQL·VFODQWKH6KDN\DDQGWKH ZKLWH HOHSKDQWZDVWKHXOWLPDWHLQFDUQDWLRQRI WKH
Buddha before he was born to Queen Maya. Furthermore, seated curly-mane lion statues
have been discovered in the Dulan tombs and Tibet. But the elephants that appear in the
two beaded roundels at the bottom of the large central medallion are rarely found on textiles.
As depicted on the panel, their body features recall the elephant framed by beaded roundels
RQ1HSDOHVHFRLQVGDWHGWRWKHthth century. However, a green weft-faced twill fragment
featuring beaded roundels enclosing two very similar confronting elephants, now held in the
;L·DQ 7DQJ 0DUNHW 0XVHXP ZRXOG FRQÀUP WKH DFTXLVLWLRQ RI  WKLV PRWLI  ÀJ  39 Still,
similar elephants with a tree on the back appear on a few rare Byzantine, Central Asian, and
Spanish fragments dated to between the 9th and 12th centuries.40 The overall composition
with elephants, trees, lions, and other animals, can be traced back to the 6th-century mosaic
ÁRRURI WKH0DRQ6\QDJRJXHDW1LULPLQ-HUXVDOHP7KHUHPDLQLQJPRVDLFVVKRZVLPLODU
iconographic elements. Among these, there are also two elephants under two palm trees, and
above, at the center, a large menorah adjoined by two lions.



39

40

+HOOHU´2EVHUYDWLRQVRQ3DLQWHG&RIÀQ3DQHOVµ
+HOOHU´/LRQVDQG(OHSKDQWVLQ7LEHWµ
$ODUJHEOXHWH[WLOHZLWKURZVRI HOHSKDQWVZDONLQJLQRSSRVLWHGLUHFWLRQVKDVEHHQIRXQGLQLQRQHRI 
WKH7X\XKXQWRPEVLQ&KDVKDQ9LOODJH7LDQ]KX 7LEHWDQDXWRQRPRXVFRXQW\ *DQVX7KHWRPEEHORQJVWR
0XURQJ]KL  ZKRZDVWKHWKLUGVRQRI 1XRKXERWKHODVWUXOHURI WKH7X\XKXQ.LQJGRP7KHWH[WLOH
however, differs greatly from those discuss in this paper. It might have been imported from South or Central
Asia.
Renown examples are a textile from the Aachen Cathedral Treasury, Germany, showing roundels enclosing an
elephant with a tree on its back, and a piece used as the shroud of Saint Josse, near Caen, Normandy, depicting
elephants, composite beasts, camels, hearts, and an Arabic inscription, which was likely woven in Khorasan
QRUWKHDVWHUQ,UDQ$IJKDQLVWDQDQGVRXWK&HQWUDO$VLD 

Gasparini: A Tent For The Afterlife? Remarks on a Qinghai-Sichuanese Panel

79

Figure 15. Detail of a textile fragment with a beaded roundel enclosed
WZRFRQIURQWLQJHOHSKDQWVWKWKFHQW6LON:HIWIDFHGWZLOO
&RXUWHV\RI ;L·DQ7DQJ'\QDVW\0DUNHW0XVHXP

But a more relevant and coeval comparison can be traced with the coeval image of a
UXOHUSRUWUD\HGDW'RNKWDUH1RVKLUZDQ1LJDU$IJKDQLVWDQGDWHGWRWKHthFHQWXU\ ÀJ
  7KH ÀJXUH VHDWHG RQ D WKURQH ZLWK WZR KRUVH SURWRPHV ZHDUV D FURZQ PDGH ZLWK
wings and ram horns. The halo behind him is surrounded by various animals, among which
WKHUHDUHDOVRWZRHOHSKDQWVDWWKHERWWRP7KLVÀJXUHKDVEHHQLQWHUSUHWHGDVWKH,UDQLDQ
JRG%DKPDQ 9RKX0DQDKLQWKHAvesta WKHVXSUHPHEHLQJ$KXUD0D]GDRUWKHSURWHFWRU
of men and animals. Alternatively, he might be the more straightforward representation of
a Türkic ruler portrayed as an Iranian god.41 The picture offers a good way to interpret the
motif on the textile panel. According to the nomadic Türkic tradition, the khagan UXOHU ·VWHQW
ZDVLGHQWLÀHGDVWKHkhagan himself.42 Therefore, on textile, the central, mirrored, royal animal
that dominates the scene, which might be seen as a visualization of the nomadic universe, as
,GLVFXVVEHORZPLJKWKDYHUHSUHVHQWHGWKHUXOHU RI WKH7LEHWDQV $VLPLODUDQDORJ\FDQEH
drawn between the arcade system with niches enclosing divinities behind the ruler at Nigar
DOVRVHHQLQ6RJGLDQDUW DQGWKHEHDGHGDUFKHVZLWKDQLPDOVRQWKHEHLJH\HOORZFORDNLQ
the Abegg.43

41

42
43

0RGH ´7KH *UHDW *RG RI  'RNKWDUH 1RVKLUZĆQµ )DUULGQHMDG Die Sprache der Bilder  .OLPEXUJ6DOWHU
´'RNKWDUL1RVKLUZDQ 1LJDU µ
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 124-125.
0RGH´7KH*UHDW*RGRI 'RNKWDUH1RVKLUZĆQ
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)LJXUH'UDZLQJRI DWKFHQWSDLQWLQJLQ'RNKWDUH1RVKLUZĆQ
Nigar, Afghanistan, portraying a ruler with a crown made with ram horns and wings,
seated on a throne with horse protomes, and surrounded by various animals.
Behind him, at the corners, there are arches including divinities.
In Shervin Farridnejad, Die Sprache der Bilder)LJ

Although the iconographic meaning of the overall composition on the panel would
UHTXLUH IXUWKHU UHVHDUFK RQH FDQ DVVXPH WKDW LW FDUULHG VSHFLÀF V\PERORJ\ ZKLFK ZDV
adapted along the Silk Road through the movement and acculturation of different groups of
people and the adaptation of religious and sacred meanings. While the circles in the bodies
of the animals, by that time, had become standard features, the triangle that appears in the
standing stags in front of the central tree and the elephants on the panel are unique. As I have
discussed in my previous work, the circular motifs can be traced back to the internal organs
in the bodies of the stags featured on the wool carpet discovered in Pazyryk in the Altai,
possibly made in Bactria and dated to the 5th century BCE.44 They were eventually adapted
and seen as representations of the sun and moon. All these elements were likely employed to
express royalty, power, and glory. Both nomadic and princely traditions “shared an imagery
in which the tent was seen as a replica of the sky, and the occupant was exalted by association
with it.”45 But the triangle also recalls some of those bronze amulets collected by Giuseppe
Tucci in Tibet. Its symbology is familiar to many traditions and carries a cosmogonic meaning
that, according to Bussagli, is called “the original truth” in Tibetan mystical literature.46
44
45
46

Gasparini, Transcending Patterns, 25-26.
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, xxxii.
Bussagli, “Bronze Objects Collected,” 344. An earlier example is a Sarmatian gilded and inlayed with stones
VLOYHUFLUFOHZLWKJULIÀQKHDGVDURXQGDWULDQJOHGDWHGWRWKHst-2nd cent. CE, in the Metropolitan Museum of
$UW1<  
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7ULDQJXODUYDULDWLRQVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKDQLPDOV VXFKDVWKHWKUHHKDUHFLUFOH DOVRDSSHDUHGLQ
the Dunhuang caves around the 6th century. Therefore, according to nomadic visualization,
it looks like the triangle, two circles, and multiple beads in the animal body all represented the
cosmos or universe.

Functionality of the Panel
The trim at the bottom of the panel, and the fragmented plain fabric at the top, which
might have appeared on the fragment I analyzed in Hangzhou, suggest that it was intended
to be hung. Likely these panels were combined to decorate a space, such as the interior of
DQRPDGLFWHQW ÀJ $FFRUGLQJWRWKHDQDO\VLVXQGHUWDNHQE\WKH$EHJJ6WLIWXQJJLOGHG
VLOYHU SODTXHV DOVR H[KLELWHG LQ 'XQKXDQJ  IHDWXULQJ YDULRXV ELUGV RU P\WKRORJLFDO Á\LQJ
creatures were attached to some of these textiles, including the cloak mentioned above.
These pieces, as organized together, might have composed the interior of a large tent used for
EDQTXHWLQJDQGJUHDWDVVHPEOLHVVLPLODUWRWKRVHVWLOOXVHGLQ&HQWUDO$VLDWRGD\ ÀJDE 
In Chinese sources, a luxurious dwelling used by both the Tibetans and the Uighurs in the 9th
century is referred to as a “golden tent.” In particular, it is said that the interior was decorated
with “golden animals... cast in the round.”49 But the custom of decorating the interior with
silk panels and gold was already in use among the Türks in the 6th century. The Byzantine
historian Menander Protector describes three tents belonging to the Western Türkic leader,
'L]DERXORV ùVWHPL ZKHUHD%\]DQWLQHHQYR\ZDVUHFHLYHG7KHÀUVWZKLFKZDVFRQVWUXFWHG
on two wheels, had the interior decorated with simple silk draperies of different colors, the
VHFRQG DOVR GHFRUDWHG ZLWK VLON GUDSHULHV IHDWXULQJ YDULRXV ÀJXUHV JDWKHUHG JROG REMHFWV
VXFK DV XUQV EDVLQV DQG MDUV  DW WKH FHQWHU DQG WKH WKLUG RQH ZKLFK ZDV VXSSRUWHG E\
columns with gilded timbers, included a gold seat supported by four gold peacocks.50 These
WHQWVZHUHDOVRFDOOHG´+XQGUHGPHQWHQWVµDWHUPXVHGWRGHVFULEH;LRQJQXWHQWVLQWKHSDVW
and continued to be used for Mongol tents later.51 This description suggested the dimensions
of the space and implied the use of large interior panels.





49
50
51

Examples of three-hare in circle forming a triangle with their ears appear on the ceilings of sveral Dunhuang
caves. Gasparini, Transcending Patterns
6HHQRWH6WLOOVLPLODUSODTXHVKDYHDSSHDUHGRQWKHDUWPDUNHW6HHWKHH[KLELWLRQ´7H[WLOH6SOHQGRURI WKH
East,” organized at Francesca Galloway Gallery from June24 to July 26, 2019 https://francescagalloway.com/
exhibitions/40-textile-splendours-of-the-east-an-exhibition-to-celebrate-halis-40th-anniversary/works/.
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 144.
Menander Protector, Fragmenta Historicorum Graecorum
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 144.
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)LJXUH3DQHOVDVPLJKWKDYHEHHQDVVHPEOHGLQDWHQW'UDZLQJE\DXWKRU

)LJXUHD OHIW E ULJKW 7HQWDORQJWKH.DUDNRUXP+LJKZD\ IURP.DVKJDUWR7DVKNXUJDQ 
([WHULRU D FRWWRQIHOWDQGVKHHSVNLQ,QWHULRU E :RROHQUXJVDQGWH[WLOHSDQHOV;LQMLDQJ
&KLQD3KRWRVE\DXWKRU  

Considering that Tibetan tombs, such as those in Tibet and Qinghai, are shaped as large
trapezoid, square, or semi-circular mounds, recalling nomadic tents, a funerary use of these
panels should not be excluded. The principal tomb excavated in Dulan has revealed an upper
PRXQG ZKLFK KDV EHHQ LGHQWLÀHG DV D VDQFWXDU\ DQG D ORZHU PRXQG DV WKH DFWXDO WRPE
containing remains of horses, sheep, and yaks.52$OVRRQZRRGHQFRIÀQVH[FDYDWHGLQ4LQJKDL
circular white tents and trapezoidal black tents are visible among hunting and banqueting
depictions. Among the Türks and other nomadic groups, tent color distinguished aristocrats
52

+HOOHU´2EVHUYDWLRQVRQ3DLQWHG&RIÀQ3DQHOVµQRWH
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from ordinary people, who were referred to as “white and black bones,” respectively.53 The
complexity of the scenes, the luxurious clothing that is worn by some of the characters
GHSLFWHGDQGWKHYDULHW\RI DQLPDOVDQGSHRSOH LQFOXGLQJIRUHLJQHUV RQWKHFRIÀQVUHFDOO
earlier Sino-Sogdian funerary panels from Central China. As Amy Heller has pointed out, it
LVQRWHDV\WRGHÀQHWKHGHJUHHWRZKLFKWKH6RJGLDQV&KLQHVHRU7UNVLQÁXHQFHGWKHVH
funerary narrative representations.54 Without a doubt, textiles and gilded, cast, and repoussé
PHWDOZRUN JHQHUDOO\ LGHQWLÀHG DV &HQWUDO $VLDQ  GLVFRYHUHG LQ 4LQJKDL WRPEV DQG FDYHV
suggest that they were highly appreciated among the Tibetans.55 The Old Tibetan Annals, found
LQ0RJDR&DYH'XQKXDQJGRQRWPDNHDQ\PHQWLRQRI EXULDOSUDFWLFHVEXWUHIHUWRWKH
use of turquoise, gold, silver, brass, and copper items and their association with different
social ranks.56 Those discovered in Qinghai were likely traded and imported from Dunhuang,
northeast of Kokonor, and through the Pamir. However, as concluded by Marshak, some
of these objects might have been produced by Tibetan artisans. As recorded in Chinese
VRXUFHV7LEHWDQVSUHVHQWHGJROGDQGVLOYHUREMHFWVWRWKH7DQJFRXUWEHWZHHQWKHth and
9th centuries. The different metalsmithing techniques suggest different provenances, but,
similar to some of the textile fragments mentioned in this paper, several pieces of metalwork
EHDU7LEHWDQLQVFULSWLRQVZKLFKJHQHUDOO\UHIHUWRWKHREMHFWV·RZQHU V DQGZHLJKW ÀJ 

)LJXUH*LOGHGVLOYHUVHW FXSYDVHDQGUK\WRQ IHDWXULQJIHOLQHVELUGVVWDJVJUDSHYLQHVDQGRWKHU
ÁRUDOPRWLIV7KHFXSFDUULHVD7LEHWDQLQVFULSWLRQWKFHQW&HQWUDO$VLDRU7LEHW
7KH&OHYHODQG0XVHXPRI $UW  &UHDWLYH&RPPRQ/LFHQVH
53
54
55
56



Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 125.
+HOOHU´2EVHUYDWLRQVRQ3DLQWHG&RIÀQ3DQHOVµ
Heller, “Tibetan Inscriptions on Ancient Silver and Gold Vessels and Artefacts.”
Heller, “Tibetan Inscriptions on Ancient Silver and Gold Vessels and Artefacts,” 263.
0DUVKDN3ODWH
Heller, “Tibetan Inscriptions on Ancient Silver and Gold Vessels and Artefacts,” 265.
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Like the Türks, the Tibetans also combined different religions and funerary traditions
that eventually shared analogous aspects, such as self-laceration, which was a practice that
is depicted in the Zoroastrian ritual on one of the marble panels of the funerary couch
now in the Miho Museum in Japan, dated to the 6th th century, and in the mourning
VFHQHGHSLFWHGLQ'XQKXDQJFDYHSUHYLRXVO\PHQWLRQHG$VUHSRUWHGE\3HWHU$OIRUG
Andrews, in the Zhou Shu ઘҖ Book of Zhou FRPSOHWHGLQWKHth century, when someone
of the Oghuz Türks died, the body was laid in the tent while children, grandchildren, and
UHODWLYHVVDFULÀFHGVKHHSDQGKRUVHVLQIURQWRI LW7KHQWKH\URGHWKHLUKRUVHVDURXQGWKH
tent seven times and slashed their faces each time they came to the opposite side of the tent’s
entrance.59$IWHUWKLVÀUVWULWXDOWKH\FKRVHDGD\DQGEXUQHGDOOWKHGHFHDVHG·VEHORQJLQJV
LQFOXGLQJWKHWHQW 7KHQWKH\GXJDJUDYHDQGEXULHGWKHDVKHV,QWKHth century, after the
IDOORI WKHÀUVW7UNLFNKDJDQDWHKRZHYHUWKHIXQHUDU\FXVWRPRI FUHPDWLRQZDVFKDQJHG
to burial.607KH4LQJKDLFRIÀQVWKXVYLVXDOO\H[HPSOLI\PXOWLSOHQRPDGLFWUDGLWLRQVWKDW
had been acquired and locally adapted by the Tibetans. Likewise, the sumptuous textile
panel discussed in this paper highlights the use of animals in a mobile society and their
VDFULÀFHWRHQVXUHDJRRGWUDQVLWLRQWRWKHDIWHUOLIH
Although the origin of this textile material, which likely belonged to high-ranking
people, is still unknown, Sichuan seems to be the most plausible area where it was woven, as
suggested by the technical analysis discussed above. Textile production had been established
LQ WKH DUHD VLQFH DQWLTXLW\ $ UHFHQW H[FDYDWLRQ LQ /DRJXDQVKDQ 7LDQKKXL KDV FRQÀUPHG
WKH XVH RI  SDWWHUQLQJ ORRPV IRU ZHDYLQJ ZDUSIDFHG FRPSRXQGV LQ WKH +DQ SHULRG 
%&(&( 61 This compound, attributed to the Chinese, had the patterns repeats only
in the warp direction. It was created with a complementary warp of two or more series
DQG RQH ZHIW +RZHYHU E\ WKH th century, weft-faced compounds had become the most
popular structures and replaced the earlier structure. Because Qinghai was a key region
between northern, central, and southern areas that had acquired importance, also thanks to
the Tuyuhun activities, it is possible that, over the centuries, it had developed a unique trade
of textiles and metalwork. It is well documented that trade between China and Central Asia
occurred along the Northern and Southern Silk Roads around the Taklamakan Desert and
DWWKHHGJHVRI WKH4LQJKDL7LEHWDQSODWHDX1RQHWKHOHVVDVVXJJHVWHGE\6DWR+LVDVKĩDQ
H[WHULRUURXWHIURP.RNRQRUWR/KDVDPLJKWKDYHEHHQXVHGLQWKH7DQJSHULRG PDS 62
The primary iconographic elements of this material seem to have crossed the Himalayas from
&HQWUDO$VLDDQGEHHQPRGLÀHGDORQJWKHZD\7KHQHZFRPSRVLWLRQVDSSHDUWRKDYHEHHQ
made explicitly for the Tibetan empire, which also included part of Qinghai and Sichuan. The
weaving process, the preference for red textile grounds, and the running wild donkey motif
are unique features of these compounds.
59
60
61
62

Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 123-124.
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 125.
Zhao et al, “The earliest evidence of pattern looms”; Zhao, Sardjono, and Buckley, A World of Looms, 199-203.
+LVDVKĩ´7KH5RXWHIURP.RNRQRUWR/KDVDµ$UHFHQWVWXG\RQWKH4LQJKDL7LEHWDQURXWHLVLancuo et al.,
“Simulating the route of the Tang-Tibet Ancient Road.”
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Conclusion
7KHPDWHULDOUHFHQWO\H[FDYDWHGLQ4LQJKDLRUWKDWKDVDSSHDUHGRQWKHDUWPDUNHW OLNHO\IURP
WKHVDPHDUHD UHTXLUHVIXUWKHUDQDO\VLVWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHFRPSOH[LW\RI HDUO\7LEHWDQVRFLHW\
along an external branch of the primary Silk Road, between Gansu and Sichuan, and across
the Himalayas. The unknown provenance and the conservation status of these items that
often appear as single pieces of a much larger patrimony, which has not remained untouched
RYHUWKHFHQWXULHVPDNHVLWFKDOOHQJLQJWRGHWHUPLQHVSHFLÀFFXOWXUDOPRGHOVDPRQJSHRSOH
of different origins. However, a technical and iconographical analysis, such as the one
SUHVHQWHGLQWKLVSDSHUFDQKHOSWRFRQÀUPKLVWRULFDOUHFRUGVDQGWKXVLGHQWLI\WKHFXOWXUDO
sphere in which these items were produced, traded, and acquired. In this paper, the fragment
held in the China National Museum, which I had reconstructed in 2014 as an interior panel
of a nomadic tent, has been reevaluated in light of new data gathered after the publication of
my manuscript in 2019. Some of the graphic elements that compose the overall composition
of the panel are unique and not found on other Central Asian textiles. Although it reveals
the cultural and artistic exchanges between Türko-Iranian, proto-Mongolian, Chinese, and
Tibetan societies that had begun a century earlier, the range of animals in the hunting scenes
GHSLFWHG RQ WKH FRIÀQV IURP 4LQJKDL FRQÀUPV WKDW VRPH RI  WKRVH RQ WKH SDQHOV ZHUH
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRI LQGLJHQRXVDQLPDOVSHFLHVVXFKDV\DNV EXOOVR[HQ GRQNH\VDQGWLJHUV
VRPHRI ZKLFKPLJKWEHH[WLQFW WKDWZHUHDOVRVDFULÀFHGIRUIXQHUDU\SXUSRVHV
%HWZHHQWKHth and 9th centuries, the weft-faced textile technique had evolved at the
peak of the Tibetan expansion. It was used to create larger and thicker hangings that were
customized to accommodate Tibetan tent constructions, which were likely adapted from
Türko-Iranian models. As I have argued in this paper, although Qinghai weaving production
cannot be proved, it is not unfair to say that these textiles were created for the Qinghai
inhabitants, perhaps in Sichuan, or imported directly across the Qinghai-Tibetan plateau from
DQFLHQW%DFWULD WRGD\·V$IJKDQLVWDQRU3DNLVWDQ LQWKHODQGRI WKH7XUDQLDQVDWWKHERUGHU
of the Iranshahar, where Türko-Iranian models had been assimilated and adapted during the
6DVDQLDQSHULRG7KH7LEHWDQVURVHLQDWUDQVLWLRQSHULRGEHWZHHQWKHIDOORI WKHÀUVWDQGWKH
establishment of the second Türkic khaganate, which coincided with the change of nomadic
funerary practices and the construction of monumental tombs. Besides the pictorial and
material evidence available, today’s nomadic examples provide good sources of comparison
for the historical material. The provenance of the panel fragment is unknown, but from
the technical and iconographic analysis presented in this paper, it appears clear that early
Tibetans shared the cultural and artistic background of other nomadic people. Likely, the
panel comes from a bare mound-shaped tomb, which was conceived to recreate the “golden
tent” described in historical records, and played an integral role in continuing the nomadic
tradition in the afterlife.
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