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Editors’ Note

The December 2021 issue of Acta Via Serica contains articles from leading and emerging
scholars in the fields of anthropology, history, the arts, literature, and politics/international
relations of Central Asia, as well as distant lands of trade and cultural exchange impacting
Central Asia. It would be important to recognize that “via serica” refers to far more than
a few trade routes across Asia, but incorporates at least 2,5000 years of communities and
cultures for those residing in areas contributing to trade from the edge of the Pacific to the
Mediterranean, Caspian, Red and Black Seas, including both land and sea routes. Thus, lands
as diverse as India, Egypt, Tibet, Indonesia, Rome, and Korea are all specifically mentioned
in this edition, along with China and Iran.
This issue features a select few of the papers presented at the 2021 Keimyung
International Conference on the Silk Road and Central Asia, under the theme “Textiles from
the Silk Road: Origin, Transmission, and Exchange.” Each year the Academia Via Serica
provides a forum for scholars across the globe to present their studies, and each year this
journal has the opportunity to share the best of the best.
Here we are pleased to share scholarly insights in the exchange and adoption of clothing
and textiles between societies, as Youngsoo Chang, Eiren Shea, and Mariachiara Gasparini
do in their respective articles on clothing represented in the Taq-i Bustan reliefs and Khitan
Liao women’s clothing, and in a panel from the tents found in the Qinghai-Sichanese area.
These contributions are complemented by Matteo Compareti's examination of international
sources for the motifs at the Taq-i Bustan, Duraiswamy Dayalan's review of fabric trade from
the Indian sub-continent, and Berit Hildebrandt's study of the terms referring to silk-related
fabrics in classic Mediterranean literature and records.
The Taq-I Bustan reliefs at the west of contemporary Iran are the subject of two papers.
Youngsoo Chang examines the imagery to analyze the weights, styles, and influences of the
costumes depicted in the reliefs, finding foreign cultural influences in tunic, trousers, and
clasps from Greek-Roman and Central Asian communities. Matteo Compareti, on the other
hand, challenges the prevailing acceptance of these textile motifs in the Taq-I Bustan as
Sassanian, instead observing that many of the symbols could actually be importations from
Central Asia, where textiles embellished with those motifs were very popular.
Eiren Shea brings the question of clothing into the elite families of the Khitan Liao
societies in northern China, where, according to funerary art, men retained traditional
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Liao costumes but some elite women adopted Central Asian styles. In a similar approach
of cultural adoption, Mariachiara Gasparini considers textile panels apparently related to
Tibetan nomadic tents which incorporate features from other Central Asian cultures. From
these studies it becomes clear that fabric was complemented by fashion along the trade routes.
The production and exchange of both silk and cotton from India are reviewed by
Duraiswamy Dayalan, noting the origins, seaborne trade, and impacts of Indian cotton and
silks across south, southeast, and western Asia. Berit Hildebrandt then analyzes descriptions
of silks and textiles in Greek and Latin texts, with particular attention to the terminology,
products, origins, and qualities of silk. These findings support each other, and strengthen
the argument that various types of silks, along with other fabrics, had numerous sources and
were identified separately.
In addition to these detailed studies, reviews of recent scholarly treatises well-evidence the
global interest in our coverage of “the silk routes,” with Almas Dissyukov, Aziza Shanazarova,
Irena Vladimirsky, Katarzyna Golik, Kristóf Szitár, and Niginakhon Uralova offering their
critiques on recent publications from Anastasia Koulouri and Nikolai Mouraviev, Nazanin
Shahrokni, Felippo Menga, Fatemeh Farnaz Arefian and Seyed Hossein Iradj Moeini, Kia
Mana, and Mohd. Aslam Bhat, respectively.
We owe a debt of gratitude to all of the contributors to this issue, the anonymous peer
reviewers, and the members of our editorial board, without whom this issue would not have
been possible. In particular, we would express our thanks to Prof. Robert J. Dickey, who was
able to both moderate the discussion panel at the conference and guest-edit this issue at late
notice. We hope that our readers find this issue to be of value in their ongoing research as
we ready ourselves for publication of the next issue of Acta Via Serica in June of 2022. As
always, we welcome your own original submissions, comments, and offers of support.
Acta Via Serica Editorial Committee
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East-West Exchange of Costume Culture:
Focusing on the Analysis of Taq-i Bustan Reliefs of the
Sassanian Dynasty of Persia
Youngsoo CHANG

The Taq-i Bustan reliefs are representative works from the Sassanian dynasty of
the 4th to 7th centuries. This study analyzes the costumes depicted in the Taq-i
Bustan reliefs to gain understanding of the phenomena of cultural exchange
between the East and West by observing the foreign cultural elements appearing
in the Sassanian costumes of that time. Literature study and artifacts analysis
were conducted in parallel. External elements appearing in Taq-i Bustan's
costume were Greek-Roman and Central Asian. The tunics and trousers of the
gods and the trousers of kings (Ardashir II, Shapur II and Shapur III) were
made of thin fabric and showed many wrinkles, a characteristic of Greek and
Roman clothing. On the spandrel above the arch of the great grotto of Khusrau
II are depicted the goddesses of Victory, in a Greco-Bactrian style. Among
the costume elements of Taq-i Bustan, there were also Central Asian elements
observed. One Central Asian costume element was the round clasp ornament
for tying the trousers. The side slits and hem of the tunic were presented in the
style of the Sogd clothing of Central Asia in the 6th and 7th centuries, while the
pearl rounded pattern was activated in Sogd, Kucha and Kizyl in the 7th and 8th
centuries. These reliefs are considered important evidence of eastern influences
in Sassanian culture.
Keywords: Taq-i Bustan; Sassanian dynasty; cultural exchange; costume
elements; Greek-Roman style; Central Asia

Youngsoo CHANG is a professor of the Departments of Cultural Properties at Gyeongju University.
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Introduction
The Sassanian dynasty (224-651) was a powerful society located in the middle of the Silk
Road, who traded with the East and the West from the 3rd to the 7th centuries. In this sense
it operated as a crossroad of cultures. As a result, various elements of the eastern and western
cultures intermingled in the Sassanian period. This salient characteristic of the Sassanian
culture is also observed in Sassanian costumes. For this reason, an analysis of Sassanian
costumes is a good resource for studying the cultural exchanges between the Eastern and
Western civilizations of that time.
After the founding of the Sassanian dynasty, the empire arose to wealth and succeeded
the previous dynasty, the Parthian kingdom, in all relevant organizing systems, such as in
economic, societal and political structures, and eventually in terms of cultural aspects. The
beginning of the 4th century was the time when the Sassanian dynasty sought political
stability. Initially the Sassanian dynasty was strongly influenced by the previous dynasty.
Breaking away from this prescribed circumstance and to establish stability of a monarchy to
this extent is an achievement that is unique to the Sassanians and can be denoted as another
cultural characteristic. It was also a period when the Saasanian dynasty gained increasing
political power and emanated influence to the surrounding areas.
In terms of clothing, the dynasty brought forth a style, distinctive to the Sassanians,
differentiating from the Parthian costumes. The Taq-i Bustan reliefs, created from the
beginning of the 4th century, display not only the Sassanian's own style, but also elements
of clothing from foreign cultures due to contacts with neighboring countries. The clothing
elements of the external culture observed in the Taq-i Bustan reliefs can be divided into two
main categories: those of Greece and Rome, and those of Central Asia. Furthermore, as the
costume styles depicted in the Taq-i Bustan reliefs are also observed in Central Asia, where
the Sassanians had political influence, the reliefs count may allow us to estimate the exchange
of costume culture at that time.
The purpose of this study is to analyze the costumes depicted in the Taq-i Bustan
reliefs to contextualize the types of costumes in the Sassanian dynasty, and to understand the
phenomena of cultural exchange between the East and the West by observing the foreign
elements appearing in the Sassanian costumes at that time.
As a research method, literature study and artifacts analysis were conducted in parallel.
Literature for this study was collected from the German Archaeological Institute. The
German Archaeological Institute began with excavations in ancient Persia, and still holds the
leading role in the world in research in this field, producing remarkable research results. For
the analysis of the work, the researcher principally relied on data accumulated by visiting the
reliefs site. Catalogs and references of European exhibitions were consulted as well.
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The Reliefs of Taq-i Bustan
Taq-i Bustan (Taq-e Bostan) is located 5 km from the city center of Kermanshah, in the heart
of the Zagros mountains. Taq-i Bustan means "Arch of the Garden" and is a site with a series
of large rock reliefs from the era of the Sassanian Empire of Persia, around the 4th century
(fig. 1). The Taq-i Bustan reliefs were investigated in 1916/17 by German archaeologist Ernst
Herzfeld.
The Taq-i Bustan relief consists of four parts: the first part is the inaugural relief of
Ardashir II and the second is the figures of Shapur II and Shapur III depicted in a small
artificial cave. The third and fourth parts are Khusrau II's inauguration relief and hunting
scenes of Khusrau II; these parts are arranged in a large artificial cave (Herzfeld 1988, 326, 327).
The rock-relief of the investitures of Ardashir II is a rock relief about 4.50m wide, the
three standing figures are more than 2m high (Herzfeld 1920, 59). Three figures stand side
by side: the central figure is Ardashir II, the right one is Mithra (god of light and sun), and
the left one is Ahura Mazda, the creator deity and highest deity of Zoroastrianism. Ardashir
II receives the ribboned ring (symbol of royal investiture) from Ahura Mazda (fig. 2 ). The
small grotto of the two Shapur (Herzfeld 1920, 66) is only a few steps away from the work
of Ardashir II. A small grotto is 5.8m wide and 3.6m deep. In the arched area of the front
wall, the only sculptures are the portraits of Shapur II and III, each identified by inscription.
The two figures face each other strictly in the mirror image to the center line of the arch, the
bodies in full front view. The right, Shapur II, grasps the pommel of the large two-handed
sword from above, the left, Shapur III, spans the sheaths under the pommel (figs. 3, 4).

Figure 1. Taq-i Bustan.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taq-e_Bostan
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Figure 2. Investiture of
Ardarshir II. (Photograph by
author, 2007.02.11)

Figure 3. The relief of Shapur Figure 4. Detail of the relief of
II and Shapur III. (Photograph
Shapur II and Shapur III.
by author, 2007.02.11)
(Overlaet 2011, p. 249, pl. 5)

The large grotto immediately follows the small one, with a setback of 5m behind the
front, leaving only one pillar of 1.1m. It is 6.8m deep, 7.5m wide (Herzfeld 1920, 71). On the
grotto’s back wall, we see an investiture scene above in the semicircle, Khusrau II between
Ahura Mazda and Anahit (goddess of water) (figs. 5, 6). One of the most impressive reliefs
inside the largest grotto is the gigantic equestrian figure of the Khusrau II (591-628 CE).
With its powerful realism, this figure is one of the most remarkable and effective creations
of the entire epoch (Sarre 1923, 45).

Figure 5. Main arch of Taq –i Bustan.
In the upper part is Investiture of Khusrau II,
the lower part shows as an armored rider.
(Tucker 2003, Fig. 398)

Figure 6. Detail of Investiture of
Khusrau II.
(Ghirshman 1962, Fig. 235, p. 193)

On the right and left walls of the arch there is a picture of the king’s hunting, measuring
3.8 X 5.7 meters. There are two hunting scenes on each side of the Iwan. One scene depicts
the imperial boar hunt, and in a similar spirit, the other scene shows the king stalking deer. It is
the lively and life-like reproduction of animals that is particularly remarkable (Sarre 1923, 47).
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Figure 7. Khusrau II hunting wild boar,
part 1. (Tucker, 2003, Fig. 399)
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Figure 8. Khusrau II hunting wild boar,
part 2. (Girshman,1962, p. 236 )

Results and Discussion
In this section, we will examine the basic types of Sassanian costumes depicted in the reliefs
of Taq-i Bustan.
1. Basic typology of Sassanian costume depicted in the reliefs of Taq-i Bustan
The basic form of Sassanian attire observed in Taq-i Bustan is a tunic reaching the knee
and trousers with narrow sleeves. The tunic is belted at the waist and has side slits. This type
was observed in kings, gods, and servants. The Sassanian clothing type itself did not appear
to change according to the status and era, only some clothing elements. Specific clothing
elements that change according to age and status are the shape of the end of the tunic and
the shape of the trousers. More commonly the tip of the tunic has a round or straight shape,
but in the case of the king’s attire the shapes appear differently depending on the time.
In Sassanian reliefs from the beginning of the 4th century to the end of the 4th century,
the inaugural reliefs of Ardashir II (379-383) (fig. 2) and those of Shapur II (309-379) and
Shapur III (383-388) (figs. 3, 4) the kings wear tunics which are semicircular with rounded
ends. Herzfeld describes this form as a modernized royal attire (Herzfeld 1920, 64). The form
of the bottom end of the tunic of Khusrau II in the inauguration relief (fig. 6) of Khusrau
II (590-628) is straight. In consequence, it can be seen that the end of the king's tunic was
changed to a straight shape at the end of the Sassanian dynasty, and it is estimated that the
rounded form of the bottom end of the tunic appeared only briefly in the tunics of the kings
in the 4th century.
In the hunting scene reliefs, kings, servants, musicians wore tunics with a straight bottom
end. Based on this fact, it is derived that the straight form of the bottom end of the tunic was
common in the end of Sassanian dynasty.
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The tunics worn by kings and gods in the reliefs of Ardashir II inauguration and the
reliefs of Shapur II and Shapur III have side slits. This is an element designed for practical
use to make riding easier for nomads (Goldman 1993, 225), and it can be seen that the tunics
of kings and gods were decorated with side slits.
In the Taq-i Bustan reliefs trousers and its wearing styles are divided into two types. The
4th century Ardashir II, Shapur II and Shapur III trousers were ankle-length, tied with laces
at the ankles and soles, and decorated with round clasps. The trousers appear to be made of
thin fabric, as many horizontal folds are illustrated blowing in the wind. The others are the
trousers worn by Khusrau II in the late 6th and early 7th centuries and were very wide and
tied with a ribbon at the instep. The shape of the trousers is maintained and it appears that
they are made of thick fabric. The god Ahura Mazda, standing to the left of Khusrau II,
wears wide trousers that reach down to the shin and boots. It is a style in which the trousers
cover the boots, and the shape of the trousers is maintained like the trousers of Khusrau II,
further supporting the argument that these were made of thick fabric.
2. Foreign Cultural Elements of the Depicted Costume on the Taq-i Bustan Reliefs
2.1. The Greek-Roman elements
2.1.1. Use of thin fabric
In the relief of Ardashir II inauguration ceremony, the trousers of Ardashir II, Ahura
Mazda, and Mithra are wearing trousers with pleats as if they are fluttering in the wind. It
gives evidence for the assumption that these trousers were made of thin fabric. Shapur II
and Shapur III also wore these trousers (figs 3, 4), suggesting that these trousers were the
Sassanian trouser style until the end of the 4th century.
In the early days of the dynasty, as mentioned earlier, in accordance to the Parthian
costume, the material for the costume used a slightly heavy fabric similar to that which the
Parthians used. This fact is also observed in the graffiti depicted in Persepolis in the early
Sassanians (fig. 9) (Goldman 1993, 208).

Figure 9. Early Sassanian costume with heavy
feeling fabric, Persepolis graffiti, middle of 3C.
(Goldman 1993, Fig. 3, p. 204)

Figure 10. Shapur I with thin fabrics,
Relief of Darab, middle of 3 C (260AD).
(Hinz 1969, Taf. 76, p. 150)

Chang: East-West Exchange of Costume Culture
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The Sassanians seems to have adopted the Roman clothing culture after coming in touch
with the Romans through warfare at the beginning of the dynasty. The Sassanian nobles
imitated the Romans’ preference for thin fabrics that were as delicate and elegant as silk and
showed luster and softness. Shapur I (240-270) is said to have expressed his luxury by using a
lot of light cloth after becoming a king. In fact, in the relief of Darab, made to commemorate
the victory over the Roman conquest in AD 260, it can be seen that he is wearing a light
Roman-style cape and thin trousers. In addition, the Sassanian nobles depicted behind Shapur
I also wore thin trousers and coats (fig. 10), demonstrating that the early period Sassanians
imitated Roman dress culture (Goldman 1993, 208).
Thick fabric trousers are observed in the Khusrau II reliefs of Taq-i Bustan, suggesting
that thin fabric was no longer used in the late 6th and early 7th centuries.
2.1.2. Figure of goddess of Victory
Under the arch of Taq-i Bustan the inauguration of Khusrau II is depicted (fig. 11). A
spandrel over the arch presents the goddess of Victory with short curly hair and wearing a
pleated robe (figs. 12, 13). Placing the Statue of Victory on the arch of Victory is a typical
iconography that appears in the Roman (figs. 14, 15) and Byzantine Empires (figs. 16, 17)
(Sarre 1923, 48; Mackintosh 1978, 160).
Since this central arch is a relief for the inauguration of Khusrau II, it can be assumed
that the production period is approximately at the end of the 6th century and the beginning
of the 7th century, during the reign of Khusrau II. Therefore, it can be presumed that
the formation of the Byzantine Empire influenced the creation of the inaugural relief of
Khusrau II. Khusrau II was a king who had very close relations with the Byzantine Empire
(Mackintosh 1978, 160), so this iconography is thought to be the result of cultural exchanges
between the two empires.
The winged goddess of Victory, depicted on an arch in Roman times, has her long hair
tucked behind her back, her hair is fixed with a hair pin or diadem, and she wears peplos (Fig.
15) (Mackintosh 1978, 160).
On the other hand, the figure of the winged goddess of Victory that appears on the
icons of the Byzantine Empire is different from the Roman goddess of Victory with short
curly hair. This short-haired goddess Victory is also observed in the figure of Mosaic in the
Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna, 6C (figs. 16, 17). Herzfeld and Mackintosh did not see the
figure of short curly hair depicted in the church of San Vitale as the goddess of Victory, but
the figure of an angel, which he saw as an expression of the angel's masculinity (Herzfeld
1920, 73, 74; Mackintosh 1978, 161).
The winged figure depicted in the Taq-i Bustan central arch (figs. 12, 13) has shorter
curly hair as compared to the Roman goddess of Victory. This is closer to the image of an
angel of the Byzantine Empire and can be understood as an element of Byzantine culture
that influenced the Sassanians.
The figure of the goddess of Victory with wings in ancient West Asia also appears in
the figure of the goddess Greco–Bactria, which is observed in a disc depicting the goddess
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Figure 11. Detail of main arch
of Taq –i Bustan.
(Porada 1962, p. 208. Fig. 107)

Figure 12. Angel with short
curly hair in main arch.
(Photograph by author,
2007.02.11)

Figure 14. Arch of Trajan with a pair of winged
Victories in the spandrels in Roman classical world.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victoria_
(mythology)#/media/File:ArcoTraiano1.JPG

Figure 16. The mosaic Sacrifice of Isaac of
Byzantine Empire. https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Basilica_of_San_Vitale#/media/
File:Sacrifice_of_Isaac_mosaic_-_Basilica_
San_Vitale_(Ravenna).jpg

Figure 13. Detail of angel with
short curly hair.
(Mackintosh 1978, p. 153,
Fig. 3)

Figure 15. Detail of winged Victories
with long wavy hair and peplos in arch
of Trajan. https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Victoria_(mythology)#/media/
File:ArcoTraiano1.JPG

Figure 17. Detail of angel with short curly
hair in the mosaic Sacrifice of Isaac. https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basilica_of_San_Vitale#/
media/File:Sacrifice_of_Isaac_mosaic_-_
Basilica_San_Vitale_(Ravenna).jpg
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Cybele of Ai Khanum of Bactria dating to the 2nd century BC (fig. 18). The goddess Cybele
was the mother god who ruled over wild nature, and was worshiped mainly in Greece, along
the Mediterranean coast, and in Asia Minor (Bernhard 2010, 137; Chang 2017c, 406). The
winged goddess of Victory (fig. 19), who accompanies the goddess Cybele and controls a
chariot led by a lion, wears a high-waist robe. A high-waist robe fastened with a belt under
the chest was the typical Orient style worn by the goddesses of West Asia (Chang 2020, 166).
This is different from the Greek peplos (fig. 20). Peplos is not a high-waist robe, but a style
tied at the waist. In addition, the high-waist robe is a one-piece style that goes down to the
ankle, while the peplos is a two- piece style with a long robe and a jacket that goes down to
the hips.
In the early days of Parthia, the Nike goddess wore Greek peplos. This form is observed
in the Nike goddess of the Parthian coin (fig. 21). However, the goddess of Muses depicted
in Rhyton of Nisa in Parthia (fig. 22) (Stawiski 1979, 88) wears a West Asian style high-waist
robe worn by the goddess of Victory of Cybele-disc over the ankle-length robe (Chang 2020,
168). This is the Greco-Bactrian style of a Greek dress, a style that peplos of Greece blends
with West Asian traditions (Herzfeld 1988, 329, 332). It can be seen that the robe of these
Muses goddesses is already a Greco-Bactrian style of a Greek dress, and it is thought to have
followed the shape of Parthia in the following Sassanian dynasty.
The clothes worn by the goddess of Victory of Taq-i Bustan are typical of the peplos
type, but they are tied under the chest like West Asian’s high-waist robe, not like the Greek
and Roman peplos. It can be seen that this style is a mixture of Greek and Roman styles and
West Asian styles. This figure is an icon showing the influence of Greco-Roman culture in
the Sassanian dynasty. The figure of the goddess of Victory should therefore be categorized
into Greek-Roman style and Sassanian style.
In Table 1 the figure of the goddess of Victory in Greek-Roman style and that in
Sassanian style are compared and categorized.

Figure 18. Cybele-disc,
Bactria. (Kunst- und
Asustellungshalle, p. 137,
Kt. Nr. 23)

Figure 19. Detail of goddess
of Victory with high-waist
robe in Cybele-disc.(Kunstund Asustellungshalle, p. 137,
Kt. Nr. 23)

Figure 20. Clay statue of
goddess, depicted in peplos,
around 420 BC. Basel,
Antique museum from the
collection Dr. G. Kuhn.
(Koch-Mertens 2000. p.72)
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Figure 21. Nike goddess with peplos of
Parthian coin. (Herzfeld 1988, p. 328)

Figure 22. Muses goddess with high-waist
robe of Rhyton of Nisa. (Stawiski 1979, p. 88)

Table 1. Comparison of the figure of the goddess of Victory
between Greek-Roman style and Sassanian style
Greek-Roman style

Sassanian style

hair

diadem
longhair + hairpin, diadem

short curly hair

clothing

peplos
(a jacket that goes down to the buttocks +
robes down to the ankles)

high-waist robe

2.2. The Elements of Central Asia
2.2.1. Fastened style of trousers with round clasp
The depictions of Ardashir II, Ahura Mazda and the gods Mithra in the inauguration
reliefs of Ardashir II and the reliefs of Shapur II, Shapur III at the end of the 4th century
stand out with round ornaments on the pants around the ankle. This ornament appears to be
a clasp that binds the ends of the trousers and holds them together with the shoes (fig. 23).
This ornament is also observed in the Darab relief Shapur I, dated to 230-260 (fig. 24) (Hinz
1969, 148; Goldman 1993, 208; https://iranicaonline.org/articles/darab-2), indicating that it
was already used in the early Sassanian dynasty.
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However, this ornament does not appear in Parthia's attire. The Parthians did not use
a round clasp and instead tied their clothes with a ribbon. This ribbon-bundling style is the
same style that appears in the early Sassanian dynasty, which followed the Parthian dress style.
From the middle of the 3rd century, round clasps began to appear on the ankles, and it is also
observed in the Shapur III reliefs of Taq-i Bustan at the end of the 4th century. The relief
of Shapur III shows this round clasp decoration and ribbon style, and it is estimated that the
two styles were used in parallel until the end of the 4th century.
The style of clothing in which trousers were hold in place using this decoration is a
clothing element observed in the clothing of Persian kings and the neighboring Kushan
kingdoms (figs. 25, 26). In fact, this ornament was excavated from the ruins of Tillya Tepe,
the remains of the Kushan Kingdom in the Bactrian territories, dated to around the 1st
century BC -1st century and tells the details of its shape (figs. 27, 28) (Chang 2020, 165). It is
presumed that this round clasp ornament was adopted and used by the Sassanians when they
came into contact with Kushan in the east of the Sassanians at the beginning of the dynasty.
(Gaube 1995, 41; Chang 2020, 166). It can be presumed that the Sassanians not only got to
know the Kushan culture but also incorporated certain aspects into their own.
In the relief of Khusrau II, which dates to the end of the Sassanian dynasty, boots
are worn over the trousers, indicating that the style of fixating the trousers has completely
changed in the Sassanian attire. Since Sassanians are descendants of a nomadic tribe, many
elements of a nomadic tribe appear in their clothing, accordingly.
Due to practicable correlations of riding a horse, a commonly adopted fixation method
for worn trousers was to tie them or put them into the boots.
An example of wearing boots in the late Sassanian dynasty can be seen by the god of
Ahura Mazda in the inaugural relief of Khusrau II (fig. 6). It is therefore natural that this
ornament was not observed in the late Sassanian dynasty.

Figure 23. Trousers tied to
shoes and round clasp shoes
ornament of Ardashir II,
Taq-i Bustan. (Photograph by
author, 2007.02.11)

Figure 24. Round clasp shoes
ornament, Darab relief,
260 AD.
(Hinz 1969, Taf.78, p. 152)

Figure 25. Trousers tied to
shoes and round clasp shoes
ornament of Kanishka, King
of Kushan, Surkh Kotal.
(College 1977, p. 87 )
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Figure 26. Trousers tied
to shoes and round clasp
shoes ornament of Kushan
nobleman.
(Yatsenko 2001, p. 89)

Figure 27. Detail of round
clasp, shoes ornament,
tomb 4.
(Kunst- und
Ausstellungshalle, p. 195)

Figure 28. Detail of round
clasp, shoes ornament.
(Boardman 2003a, p. 360)

3. Sassanian costume elements in Central Asia
In Central Asia the Sassanian dress type, the tunic and trousers appears. Sassanian costume
elements are also observed in their tunics. This can be seen as a result of accommodating the
Sassanian costume culture, which is a high-ranking costume culture in Central Asia, which
was heavily influenced by the Sassanian political culture.
The elements of the Sassanian costume appearing in the Central Asian tunic are the side slits
of the tunic and the bottom hem, and there are pearl rounded patterns appearing in the costume.
3.1. Side slits of the tunic and the bottom hem
The Sassanian tunic depicted in the Taq-i Bustan reliefs is characterized by side slits and the
bottom hem, two elements commonly observed in tunics in Central Asia. The tunic's side
slits are open on both sides for the convenience of riding a horse (Goldman 1993, 225). In
the inauguration relief of Ardashir II, the tunic of Ardashir II forms a round circle at the
bottom and rises to the sides, and the sides are open (fig. 29). The ends are decorated with
several rows and are tied with the side slits of the tunic. The side slits are also observed in
the tunic of Khusrau II, in the hunting scene of Khusrau II (fig. 30). Consequently, it can be
seen as a clothing element used in the late Sassanians.
The side slits of the tunic are a costume element that appears from the early Sassanian
dynasty. In fact, this is also confirmed in the graffiti costume in Persepolis (fig. 9) described
above. Additionally, side slits were also observed in the tight tunic of the Hatra region’s king
of Parthia, from the previous dynasty (figs. 31, 32), imitated by the Sassanians in the early
Sassanian dynasty. This aspect of clothing is therefore classified as an imitation or replication
of Parthian clothing.
In the figure of Hatra’s king of Parthia, the king is wearing a slightly tight tunic that
comes down to the knee with narrow trousers, and side slits are observed in this tunic (fig. 31).
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Not only is there a decoration on the right side of the tunic, the side of the tunic is open up
to this part and it seems that the decoration was applied to finish the side opening. Curves
expressing wrinkles are depicted under the decoration. The left side of the tunic is depicted
with a slightly longer back, which seems to represent a side slit (fig. 32). This side opening
makes movement easier, and it is presumed that it was used as a practical clothing element
for the nomadic tribes.
A hem is refers to attaching fabric pieces to the edges of garment – such as collars, at
the end of sleeves, closure and bottom of the garment – to prevent unraveling of the fabric.
This hem is presumed to express a social function to indicate the identity and rank of the
wearer by putting a pattern on the hem or discriminating the thickness of the hem as well as
for the practical purpose of preventing the edges of the clothes from unraveling. In addition,
depending on the tribes, it is speculated that it was used for magical purposes to protect the
wearer from evil spirits and diseases by adding a dazzling pattern of hems. (Chang 2017a, 12)
Among the reliefs of Taq-i Bustan, the ends of the tunics of Ardashir II, Shapur II,
and Shapur III have a multi-lined hem ornament, and the ends of the tunic of Khusrau
II are decorated with beads. Also, in the relief of the hunting scene (fig. 7), there is a
scratched decorative hem on the end of the tunic of a nobleman riding an elephant (fig. 33)
(Goldman1993, 224 ; Sarre 1923, 50).
Therefore, it can be seen that in the relief of Taq-i Bustan, a hem was used for social
purposes to indicate status, and the shape and material were used differently in different times.
The side slits and hem decorations on the ends of the tunic appear in the Sogd region
adjacent to the Sassanian dynasty and are also observed in the oasis cities to the east of the
Silk Road, suggesting the spread of these Sassanian clothing elements to the east.
The examples of the Sogd region are observed on the nobleman (fig. 34 ) of the Panjikent
Sogd murals dating to the 7th and 8th centuries (Belenizki 1980, 93) and the servant depicted
in the Silver bowl (fig. 35 ) (Seipel 2010, 412). At the end of the tunic a thick decorative hem
depicting a pattern is attached. Hem decorations on the ends of clothes appear even in Sogd
costumes, regardless of status, indicating that they were universal elements of clothing. Thus,
it can be seen that the patterns are expressed differently depending on status, and that this
was a way to distinguish the wearer´s status through the use of a costume element.
In addition, the decorating hem discussed earlier was decorated up to the middle of the
tunic by both nobles and servants, so it was cut for practical use to strengthen the side slits
of the tunic, and then decorated with materials or patterns to indicate identity.
At the same time, hem ornaments appear on the ends of clothes in the costumes of
Kucha and Kizyl, an oasis city on the east side of the Silk Road passing through Sogd. The
decorative line on the end of the musician's clothes (fig. 36) described in Kucha's funerary
casket is slightly raised from the side, like the end of the front Sogd tunic. The side slits
appear to be decorated. Also, in the Kizyl mural, the decorative lines are clearly visible on the
ends of the donors' clothes (fig. 37). In Kucha and Kizyl, the decorative hem at the end of
clothes is common to musicians and donors regardless of status, so it is presumed that the
decorative hem was a universal element of clothing that appeared regardless of status.
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Figure 29. Detail of
side slits of the tunic
of Ardashir II.
(photograph by
author,
2007.02.11.)

Figure 30. Tunic with
side slits of
Khusrau II.
(Goldman 1993,
Fig. 29)

Figure 33. Detail of the side
slits and edge hem of the tunic
of Sassanian nobleman.
(Sarre 1923, Taf. 97; Herzfeld
1920, Taf. LXIII)

Figure 31. Tunic with
side slits of Hatra
(1-2C), Parthia.
(Ghirshman 1962,
p. 94, Pl. 105)

Figure 34. Sogdian tunic with
edge hem and side slits of
Sogdian nobleman, 7C,
Mural painting of Panjikent.
(Belenizki 1980, Taf. 44)

Figure 32. Detail of
the tunic with side slits
of Hatra.
(Ghirshman 1962,
p. 94, Pl. 105)

Figure 35. Tunic with edge
hem and side slits of
Sogdian servant,
silver bowl, 6-7 C. (Seipel
1996, p. 412, Pl. 131d.)

Since trade with the Sogdians was active, we may presume that cultural exchange took
place as well. Therefore, the costume elements of Sogd must have influenced this area.
Consequently, it can be estimated that the decorative elements and side openings, which are
the elements of Sassanian clothing, migrated to the east and became active in Sogd, and its
influence extended to the eastern part of the Silk Road.
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Figure 36. Musician clothing with
edge hem, 6-7C, Kucha.
(Tucker 2003. Fig. 204, p. 160.)
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Figure 37. Clothing with edge hem of the
nobility donor, 7C, Kizyl.
(Haertel & Yaldiz 1987 Kat.-Nr. 84, p. 170.)

3.2. The pearl rounded pattern and the animal pattern
A pearl rounded pattern is a pattern in which small circles in the shape of a round bead are
connected in a circular band shape or by making a rectangular frame. Here, the small beadshaped circles represent pearls. Originally, pearls were thought to symbolize the soul, light,
and goodness, and were thought to be the substance of the driving force for all births, and
had a very auspicious meaning (Chang 2016, 64).
The oldest of the pearls thought to be the mother-pearl pattern was discovered in the
Luristan Bronze Age, a pre-culture of Persian culture in the middle of the second millennium
BC. Luristan is a region bordering Iraq in what is now western Iran. The Luristans imported
pearls from the Persian Gulf coast and used them as small circles and applied them as
decorative patterns on the edges of bronze items (Goldman 1993, 206; Chang 2016, 64 ).
This tradition was passed down to the Achaemenid and Parthian dynasties of Persia, where
it was used more preciously than gold.
After that, the use of pearls and patterns were greatly activated during the Sassanian
dynasty (Goldman 1993, 211). In the pearl rounded patterns, motifs such as animals or
flowers were inserted in the small bead-shaped edge band (Chang 2016, 65). In the hunting
scene of Taq-i Bustan motifs such as flowers and ducks appear.
The tunics of Khusrau II and his servants depicted in the hunting scene (fig. 38 ) show
Simurgh (figs. 39, 40 ), the guardian animal of the Sassanians. And in a round border flowershaped patterns and animals are illustrated. Simurgh (mythical bird in Persian mythology), the
patron animal of ancient Persia, depicted in the tunic of Khusrau II, is a compound animal
consisting of parts from a lion and a dog, bestowed with bird wings and a peacock tail. It is
an imaginary animal believed by the ancient Persians to have supernatural powers to protect
humans and is often represented in royal attire.
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Figure 38. Tunic with the pearl
rounded pattern of Khusrau II
and his servants, hunting scene
relief in Taq-i Bustan, 6-7c.
(Photograph by author,
2007.02.11.)

Figure 39. Detail of the
pearl rounded pattern
and Simurgh.
(Photograph by author,
2007.02.11.)

Figure 40. Detail of
Simurgh.
(Girshman 1962,
p.228, Taf. 272)

This pearl rounded pattern was activated and appeared in Sogd costumes of Central
Asia in the 7th and 8th centuries. Simurgh and pearl rounded patterns are observed in the
costumes of Afrasiab Palace (figs. 41, 42, 43) and Penjikent murals in Sogd, Central Asia in
the 6th and 7th centuries, suggesting an exchange between the two regions.
In the petal pattern, four petals are inside a round frame (figs. 44, 45). This petal is
shaped like a lotus petal, and it is the most common pattern in the Sassanian culture (Herzfeld
1920, 125).

Figure 41. Sogdian
Figure 42.
tunic with Simurgh
Detail 1 of
pattern design on
Simurgh in
his dress in the
Sogdian pattern.
Afrasiab murals,
https://
648-651 CE.
en.wikipedia.org/
https://
wiki/Simurgh
en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Simurgh

Figure 43.
Figure 44. Detail of
Figure 45.
Detail 2 of
tunic with the pearl Four-leaf rosette
Simurgh in
rounded pattern
pattern on the
Sogdian pattern.
and four leaves
tunic of Khusrau
(Blenizki 1980, pattern on the tunic II, royal hunting
p. 14)
of the servant of
scene.
Khusrau II.
(Herzfeld 1920,
(Goldman 1993,
p. 125, Abb. 32)
Fig. 30)
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In addition, the duck pattern can be observed in the king and servants of the hunting
scene (fig. 33). It is also active in the Sogd costume (fig. 46) and the Kucha and Kizyl regions
of Ost-Turkistan (fig. 47). In the Zoroastic belief, birds had the task of fighting against the
echoes of Ahriman, the embodiment of evil. In this sense, they were benefactors for mankind
(Seipel 2010, 405). These three regions can be viewed as either sharing the symbolism of
ducks or appearing as a result of exchanges.

Figure 46. Duck pattern by
Sogdian garment, Afrasiab,
6C. (Belenizki 1980, p. 11)

Figure 47. Duck pattern in grotto of Ming-qi by
Kizyl and Kucha. (Herzfeld 1920, Taf. LXIII)

Conclusion
Taq-i Bustan reliefs are representative works of Sassanian art from the 4th to 7th centuries.
In Taq-i Bustan relief, it is possible to identify distinct costume elements originating
from interaction and exchange with neighboring countries. In this study, by analyzing the
external elements of Sassanian clothing appearing in the Taq-i Bustan relief and the elements
of Sassanian clothing appearing in Central Asia, the phenomenon of cultural exchange was
investigated through costume elements.
The conclusions obtained in this study are as follows:
External elements appearing in Taq-i Bustan's costume were Greek-Roman style and
Central Asian costume elements. In the Taq-I Bustan reliefs of the 4th century, the tunics and
trousers of the gods (Ahura Mazda, Mithra) and the trousers of the kings (Ardashir II, Shapur
II and Shapur III) were made of thin fabric and showed many wrinkles, a characteristic of
Greek and Roman clothing. On the spandrel above the arch of the great grotto of Khusrau
II are depicted the goddesses of Victory, in a Greco-Roman style. However, the shape of the
head and the garment of the goddess of Victory were not a pure Greek-Roman style, but
a Greco-Bactrian style in which Greek-Roman styles were fused with West Asian traditions.
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In addition to the Greek-Roman style, the costume elements of the Kushan Kingdom, were
also conspicuous in the costumes of kings and gods. The round clasp decoration was made
by the Kushan kings and the Kushan nobleman after tying their trousers with laces to their
shoes. It seems to have imitated the elements of this costume when it came into contact with
the Kushan dynasty in the early Sassanian dynasty.
Among the costume elements of Taq-i Bustan, there were also elements observed in
Central Asia, such as the side slits of the tunic and the hem at the end of the tunic and pearl
rounded pattern. The side slits and hem of the tunic were elements of the costume observed
in the tunics of kings in the 4th century. In the 6th and 7th centuries Sogd clothing, it was
observed not only in the tunics of nobleman but also in the servants' tunics. It is assumed to
be a universal factor. Eventually, it can be seen that the elements of Sassanian costumes are
transmitted to the east and appear more active in Sogd costumes. The pearl rounded pattern
was activated and appeared in Sogd costumes of Central Asia in the 7th and 8th centuries.
Simurgh and pearl rounded patterns are observed in the costumes of Afrasiab Palace and
Penjikent murals in Sogd, Central Asia in the 6th and 7th centuries, suggesting an exchange
between the two regions. In addition, the Simurgh pattern emerged not only in Sogd, but also
in Kucha and Kizyl, the oasis cities of Ost-Turkistan on the Silk Road. It may be considered
important evidence of the eastern influence of Sassanian culture.
Silk Road research in Korea has been focused on the East Turkestan region related to
China, so there seems to be a limit to local understandings of the overall context of Silk Road
research. This study is a study on the Persian Sassanians, and it is hoped that this study will
increase local Korean understandings, and may be used as basic data to understand the overall
context of the Korean Silk Road study.
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Central Asian Textile Motifs in Late Sasanian Art:
On the Origin of Some Decorative Elements at Taq-i Bustan
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This paper discusses textile motifs depicted in the hunting panels inside the late
Sasanian larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan. Scholars of Iranian art have referred to
these rock reliefs in order to trace the origin of Sasanian textile decorations and
their exportation in the whole medieval Eurasian continent. This however does
not seem to be the case. In fact, the textile motifs reproduced at Taq-i Bustan
could be a good term of comparison only for late Sasanian textile production.
Moreover, nothing like this has appeared in previous Sasanian rock reliefs. For
this reason, the present paper argues that some of those motifs could actually
be importations from Central Asia where reproductions of textiles embellished
with those motifs were very popular. Islamic written sources on Taq-i Bustan
rock reliefs could be very useful to support some ideas expressed in this paper.
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The Site of Taq-i Bustan
Located in the outskirts of Kermanshah in the homonymous Iranian province, Taq-i Bustan is
probably the controversial monument par excellence of Sasanian art (see map 1). Its location
is very unusual since it is among the very few Sasanian rock reliefs not concentrated in the
region of Fars (Harper 1999). The most enigmatic part of Taq-i Bustan can be found inside
the bigger grotto that presents two low relief lateral panels and one scene carved almost in
the round in the back of the grotto (fig. 1). It is very probable that the lateral panels were
executed by the same artist (or group of artists) while the reliefs in the back of the grotto
are not only unusual but stylistically very different (Callieri 2014, 156-57). The rock reliefs at
Taq-i Bustan were studied in detail by Japanese teams during the 1960s and 1970s. However,
no real archaeological excavations have ever been carried out (Fukai, Horiuchi, Tanabe, and
Domyo 1984). Unfortunately, recent restorations have completely changed the aspect of
Taq-i Bustan as it appeared until just a few years ago and all the figurative column capitals and
sculptures that had been collected there were moved to Kermanshah.

Map 1

Any proposal for a reliable chronology for Taq-i Bustan must take into account the
king who is depicted in the innermost part of the larger grotto. In fact, he is wearing a
crown that has no clear parallel in Sasanian numismatics. Despite the absence of a crown on
the head of the main person in the hunting panels, all the reliefs of the bigger grotto have
been usually attributed to one Sasanian sovereign (Movassat 2005; Tanabe 2006). This idea
is very problematic because, as already observed above, the hunting panels on the sides are
stylistically very different than the reliefs on the back of the grotto.
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Figure 1. The bigger grotto at Taq-i Bustan, Kermanshah (Iran). After Compareti 2021, fig. 9.

Scholars of Sasanian studies proposed very different chronologies for Taq-i Bustan,
although the arguments for a construction phase as late as possible sound more convincing.
Markus Mode had proposed that the larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan cannot be earlier than
the mid-sixth century because of the shape of the quiver that is hanging on one side of the
warrior king’s statue. Some other observations inevitably point to a later chronology for this
site, especially because of the weapons and garments reproduced there. Mode also expressed
an interesting identification for the equestrian statue that, in his opinion, can only be a king
and not a divinity. In fact, it would have been extremely inopportune to have a deity under
the feet of the statues in high relief in the upper level of that same part of the grotto. That
scholar also observed that the equestrian statue is carved much more deeply into the rock,
although the square frame around the scene remained at the same level of the lateral hunting
panels (Mode 2006).
Therefore, it could be proposed that at least two construction phases can be traced at
Taq-i Bustan. The hunting panels represent the first phase. It is possible that three hunting
panels were prepared: a boar hunt panel on the left, a deer hunt on the right, and another
hunting panel in the center. According to Mode, this could possibly be a lion hunt. Actually,
the presence of the lion hunt panel at Taq-i Bustan will never be confirmed, although some
similarities with Neo-Assyrian hunt reliefs constitute a very interesting parallel (Compareti
2019a, 27). Later, in a following phase, the central panel at Taq-i Bustan (the one hypothetically
embellished with a lion hunt) was destroyed and substituted with the equestrian statue that
could only be executed much deeper into the innermost wall.
The equestrian and armored warrior should be identified as a king who is the same
represented above at the upper level between two deities in the act of giving him beribboned
rings. These two deities could be Ahura Mazda, on the right, and Anahita, on the left. They
are presenting important symbols to the king in order to legitimize him as a representative
of the Sasanian royal house. It is worth observing once more a substantial difference from
early Sasanian rock reliefs that presented only Ahura Mazda together with the king, with the
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only possible exception of Naqsh-i Rustam VIII. Not only in the back of the bigger grotto
are there two deities but in the external rock relief Mithra, with a rayed nimbus, could be
identified on the left and Ahura Mazda on the right of the triumphant king, possibly Shapur
II (Wood 2017, 85-88).
Gianroberto Scarcia recently presented some more evidence in support of a later
chronology. According to written sources and local legends studied by Scarcia, the site could
be attributed to Bastam (called also Bistam, Bishtam, Vishtam, etc.), a maternal uncle of
Khusraw II Parwiz (590-628) who had Parthian origins and rebelled against the Sasanians
(Cristoforetti and Scarcia 2013, 344-45; Scarcia 2017). He was able to control a vast territory
in western Iran and even mint coins in his name until his final defeat and death around 600
CE, most likely in a place not too far from Taq-i Bustan. Local people such as Kurds, Azeri,
and Armenians (with all their linguistic variations) and ancient authors writing in Arab and
Persian call that site Taq-i Bastam, “the Arch of Bastam,” or simply Bastam and not Taq-i
Bustan, “the Arch of the Garden.” According to written sources of the Islamic period,
some other person and not the Sasanian sovereign was considered to be in charge of the
construction of (parts of) Taq-i Bustan. He was unfortunately called Farhad, which is a
common literary topos in Persian poetry.
All these arguments proposed by Mode, Scarcia, and Callieri could suggest a different
scenario for the construction of Taq-i Bustan. Bastam who had “Roman and Chinese” artists
working at the site could have started the monument. However, some elements seem to
be rooted in much earlier Mesopotamian civilization (Compareti 2019a, 25-32). One could
assume that, in a first construction phase, Bastam promoted the representation of hunting
scenes, including his own portrait as a ruler wearing garments embellished with specific
symbols and without a typical Sasanian crown. Some parallels between the hunting panels at
Taq-i Bustan and the almost contemporary seventh-century Sogdian paintings from Afrasyab
(pre-Islamic Samarkand) would point to a very similar source that should be searched for
in eastern Iran, which is Central Asia. Non-religious Sogdian paintings, such as those at
Afrasyab, present a realistic touch that is completely unknown in Sasanian art whose aim was
just the exaltation of the king (Compareti 2016, 76). In a second construction phase, after the
rebellion of Bastam against the Sasanians and his defeat by Khusraw II Parwiz around 600
CE, the latter could have substituted the central panel (the “lion hunt” according to Mode)
with his own equestrian image as a victorious warrior (Compareti 2021, 209).

Sasanian Connections with Central Asia
Bastam had Parthian origins and he maintained very close relations with eastern Iran.
According to Antonio Panaino, the Arsacid Parthians wanted to be represented as archers
on their coins and art in an attempt to be associated with the mythical Aresh, whose name
could have been perceived as a popular etymology for Arshak/Arsaces (Panaino 2019). As
an anti-Parthian counter-action, the Sasanian kings did not reproduce images of archers
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on their coins. Silver vessels attributed to Sasanian Persia present, in several cases, the king
hunting animals with his bow but this kind of scene is completely absent in rock reliefs,
with the only exclusion of Taq-i Bustan, Rag-i Bibi (that, in any case, is an eastern Sasanian
monument) and, possibly, Bishapur IV (Overlaet 2009). Such observations by Panaino could
further suggest Parthian elements in the hunting panels at Taq-i Bustan that point at an initial
non-Sasanian sponsor.
Bastam was also appointed governor of Khorasan (and, in another moment, Armenia
or Azerbaijan) by Khusraw II Parwiz when he was still on good terms with the Sasanians
(Shahbazi 1989). Details of his garments at Taq-i Bustan, such as the belt with hanging straps,
and some of his weapons (such as the quiver or the bow-case that, to be precise, can be better
observed in the equestrian statue) were definitely adopted from the steppes, most likely after
the second half of the sixth century (Mode 2006). It should not be ruled out that textile
decorative elements observed at Taq-i Bustan do not represent examples of Sasanian fashion
but rather Central Asian importations as well. Prudence Harper was inclined to think in these
terms, although she did not mention from where “the introduction of a new monstrous
image in the late Sasanian period” arrived (Harper 2006, 22). Harper’s “monstrous image”
is a composite winged creature with a dog face and peacock tail that scholars identified
with the simurgh (Avestan saena marega, Middle Persian senmurv) of Iranian mythology. Such
an identification is actually incorrect and, in fact, that creature that could be called pseudosimurgh (or pseudo-senmurv) is the symbolic representation of farr (Avestan xwarenah, Middle
Persian xwarrah) that is “glory” or “charisma” (Compareti 2021, 23-43).
According to the twelfth-century anonymous Persian text Mojmal al-Tawarikh, Farhad
(who, as observed above, we should identify with Bastam) directed the works at Taq-i Bustan
according to the orders of Khusraw II Parwiz. At the end of the construction phase, Khusraw
had a great party at the site and donated the entire monumental area to Farhad/Bastam
(Compareti 2019a, 19-21; Compareti 2021, 260). Some more arguments in support of a late
chronology of the larger grotto at Taq-i Bustan could be found just among the textile motifs
represented on those rock reliefs. On the garments of the colossal archer reproduced twice
in the wild boar hunting scene (fig. 2) and on the fabric that covers the legs of the horse rider
at the rear of the grotto itself (fig. 3), a composite creature that has always represented a big
problem for scholars appears for the first time in Sasanian art. As already mentioned above,
according to an old theory by K. Trever, that creature with a dog’s face, wings, and a peacock
tail should be identified with the saena marega/senmurv/simurgh of Iranian mythology. This
idea has been proven to be problematic since the real simurgh has always been described and
represented as a colossal bird, especially in Islamic book illustrations since the Mongol period
(Compareti 2021, 125-43).
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Figure 2. Detail of the decorative
elements on the garment of the
hunter in the wild boar hunting
panel at Taq-i Bustan.
After Compareti 2021, fig. 10a-b.

Figure 3. Detail of the decorative
elements on the garment of the
equestrian statue on the back of the
bigger grotto at Taq-i Bustan.
After Compareti 2021, fig. 11.

Parallels offered by Persian Islamic book illustrations constitute an important term of
comparison with pre-Islamic Iranian mural paintings. It seems very probable that a small
group of Ilkhanid and post-Ilkhanid simurghs could be the last representatives of more
ancient local artistic traditions whose only pre-Islamic specimens survived just in Sogdian
paintings at Penjikent in the painted program of the so-called Blue Hall (room 41, sector VI)
depicting the trials of the great hero Rustam (fig. 4). There are unfortunately no surviving
specimens of Sogdian nor Sasanian book illustrations and, therefore, the only term of
comparison with those Ilkhanid and post-Ilkhanid illustrated texts can be intuitively found
in pre-Islamic Central Asian murals from Penjikent, Afrasyab (Samarkand), and Varakhsha
(Bukhara) (Compareti 2021, 102-12).

Figure 4. Sketch of one scene in the so-called Blue Hall from Penjikent, Tajikistan
(room 41, sector VI). The State Hermitage Museum. After Compareti 2021, fig. 34.
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Representations of a winged creature with a dog’s face and peacock’s tail started to
appear as countermarks together with the Middle Persian inscription GDE/GDH (gad, the
arameogram for xwarrah) ’pzwt (abzud, increased) “the glory increased” on seventh-century
Hunnish coins from Zabulistan and Arachosia, in south-eastern Afghanistan (fig. 5) (Nikitin
1984). Slightly later, those same epigraphic countermarks could also be found on some
Sogdian coins (Nikitin and Roth 1995). In this case, the inscription should be read as farn,
which is xwarrah/farr in the Sogdian language (fig. 6). A very clear parallel could be traced
between the creatures in Sogdian paintings and those in Sogdian epigraphic countermarks
in order to establish their identification exclusively with farn (Compareti 2021, 183-85). This
creature on Hunnish and Sogdian coins strongly suggests some connection between that
composite creature and the concept of xwarrah/farn/farr. At this point, one could wonder
if the composite creature symbolizing farr itself is really a Sasanian creation and not another
importation from Central Asia.

Figure 5. Sketch of seventh-century Hunnish
coins from Zabulistan and Arachosia with
the Middle Persian inscription GDE/GDH
’pzwt (gad/xwarrah abzud) “the glory
increased.” After Compareti 2021, fig. 12a-c.

Figure 6. Seventh-century Sasanian imitation coins with the
Sogdian inscription farn “glory.” After Compareti 2021, fig. 13a-b.
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The first construction phase at Taq-i Bustan should be attributed to Bastam who had
strong connections with Central Asia. It should not be ruled out that he also imported some
symbols to be used on his garment in the panel of the wild boar hunt to accentuate his
importance. According to the Mojmal al-Tawarikh, Khusraw was initially on good terms with
Bastam and even donated to his general and relative the entire site of Taq-i Bustan. Later the
situation changed and Bastam openly rebelled against Khusraw. Having eliminated Bastam,
Khusraw II could have appropriated his enemy’s monument and also that composite creature
as a symbol of glory to be shown on his own garments as a trophy. This reconstruction does
not rule out the hypothesis that the pseudo-simurgh had apotropaic properties that Khusraw
wanted to have actually reproduced on his royal garments. Prudence Harper has traced a very
interesting parallel between the pseudo-simurgh and the cross among Christians, which had
the power to repel demons and curses (Harper 2006, 22-23).

Central Asian Decorative Motifs Beyond Persia
As can be observed on seventh-century Hunnish and Sogdian coins, the composite winged
creature with a dog’s head was quite explicitly associated with the Iranian concept of glory
that began to be imported from Central Asia into Persia at the end of the Sasanian period.
Slightly later, that creature started to be represented also in Byzantine and Islamic art and
soon spread to the Near East, the Caucasus, and western and eastern Europe at least until the
beginning of the thirteenth century. There is now some archaeological evidence in support
of the popularity of this composite creature, even among early Tibetans (Compareti 2020).
Its exact meaning among Muslims and Christians is still a matter of debate, although it
was definitely considered a very appropriate decoration for religious and secular purposes in
Armenian, Georgian, and Byzantine churches (Compareti 2021, 80-93).
One of Bastam’s attendants in the boar hunting panel is wearing a garment embellished
with several “eared” birds with long tails standing on a pedestal decorated with successive
circles. Despite the description given by Mihoko Domyo, the birds do not look like cocks nor
peacocks (the latter actually appear on the garments of some other servant, see: Domyo 1984,
104, fig. 60.56, table 1; Domyo 1997, 21; Otavsky 1998, 135-37). The textile decoration of
another attendant of Bastam in the same scene has been carefully re-designed. That garment
was actually embellished with quatrefoil-frames containing a one-eared bird spreading its
wings (fig. 7) (Domyo 1984, fig. 46a, 60.61; Otavsky 1998, 138-39). The elements on the head
of the bird on the pearl pedestal are quite precisely depicted. They look like ears of a mammal
and not horns nor feathers. Birds like this can be observed in the eastern Iranian (probably
Bactrian) Cherdyne plate (fig. 8) and, some centuries later, in Islamic arts (Kapitaikin 2016).
Also, on the clothes of one attendant riding an elephant, there are birds with ears or feathers
above their heads (Herzfeld 1920, pl. LXIII). Every hint seems to point at an identification of
this strange bird at Taq-i Bustan with a typology of phoenix/simurgh that was introduced into
late Sasanian Persia from Central Asia via precious textiles trade routes, which is to say the so-
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called “Silk Road.” In fact, the simurgh mentioned in Persian literature (above all, the Shahnameh)
was a bird and the protector of Rustam’s family. Since Rustam was an eastern Iranian hero
originally from Zabulistan (that was part of Sistan), it is obvious to think that the story of the
simurgh in the Shahnameh (the so-called “Sistanic cycle”) is an eastern Iranian legend as well.

Figure 7. Detail of the garment of two
attendants in the wild boar hunting scene.
After Compareti 2021, fig. 14a-b.

Figure 8. Sketch of the Cherdyne
plate, the State Hermitage Museum.
After Compareti 2021 fig. 73.

In consideration of all these premises, one should admit that birds were considered very
appropriate animals to express kingship, glory, and divine benevolence in pre-Islamic Persia.
Some connections with a local phoenix could have existed in Parthian or Sasanian culture
but very few traces can be detected in visual arts. One could even assume that if Persians
really wanted to represent the local phoenix (that is the “real” senmurv/simurgh) they were
probably inclined toward iconographical traits, which included an eared bird like the one at
Taq-i Bustan.
The Middle Persian formula xwarrah abzud appeared not only on Khusraw II drachms
but also on late seventh century Hunnish coins from the territory of modern Afghanistan.
Several emissions from Arachosia and Zabulstan present the flaming deity on the reverse
that first appeared on Khusraw II rare coins (Nikitin 1984). Copper coins of a Hunnish or
Turkish king called Spur (late seventh century) also present his bust with a pair of pseudosimurgh on the obverse and the deity with a flaming nimbus on the reverse (fig. 9). It is not
possible to be sure about the identity of this god or goddess, although the flaming nimbus
could be considered an allusion to the glory that is mentioned very often in the Middle
Persian formula xwarrah abzud. The representatives of the mythical Kayanid dynasty in
the Shahnameh, for example, were described as emanating a luminous nimbus from their
bodies. The presence of the deity with a flaming nimbus on Hunnish/Turkish coins, where
it appears together with the pseudo-senmurv in front of the king, could corroborate the idea
of some connection between the pseudo-senmurv as an emanation of the god who was the
personification of xwarrah.
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Figure 9. Late seventh-century copper
coin of a Hunnish or Turkish king
called Spur. After Compareti 2021,
fig. 18a-c.

We could therefore assume that both symbols could be an allusion to xwarrah: the deity
with a flaming nimbus was probably Sasanian while the pseudo-simurgh was Central Asian.
Rika Gyselen has already cautiously proposed that the flaming nimbus, or even the same deity
with that nimbus, was a symbol of GDE (xwarrah) (Gyselen 2010, 237). Persians appreciated
the flaming nimbus more while the pseudo-senmurv became very common in eastern Iran.
Such a geographical distribution probably reflects the place of origin of those motifs.
Starting from the problematic identification of K. Trever, Rika Gyselen has written
in one of her studies on Arabo-Sasanian coins that “it is astonishing that no Sasanian seal
seems to depict the Sēnmurw [our pseudo-senmurv/simurgh]. In the East Iranian borderlands
the Sēnmurw was frequently depicted, particularly on the coins issued by the ‘Iranian
Huns’. From this evidence it looks like if the Sēnmurw has a specific meaning in relation to
investiture, but no such relation is explicitly stated in Sasanian Iran” (Gyselen 2000, 66). Some
time later, in another paper on Sasanian monetary heritage, on copper coins of early Islamic
Arachosia and Zabulistan, Gyselen again identified the pseudo-senmurv/simurgh as a “Sasanian
royal symbol,” although she admitted that “the term sēnmurv, literally meaning dog-bird [sic],
is used for convenience here; in fact, this creature more closely resembles a lion than a dog”
(Gyselen 2010, 228).
The situation appears much less complicated nor astonishing at all if we admit that the
pseudo-senmurv/simurgh did not belong to the Sasanian artistic repertoire but to the Central
Asian one, which the Huns, Turks, and other Central Asians knew very well. When the
Persians began to adopt this symbol and to represent it at Taq-i Bustan, the Arab invasion
took place that would have changed the entire scenario. In the specific situation under
examination, the arrival of the Arabs probably accelerated the adoption of the pseudosimurgh as a much-requested auspicious symbol as it is possible to deduce by the study of
most popular decorative motifs in Omayyad art. Arab artists in service of the first caliphs
inherited such a symbolic composite creature from eastern Iran like everybody else in the
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seventh century or slightly earlier.
Pseudo-simurghs were reproduced on Persian coins only in the early Omayyad period but
not in front of the king. In fact, the pseudo-simurgh usually occupied the entire space on the
reverse of copper coins. This makes the situation even more complicated since it is extremely
hard to decide who invented a symbol such as the flaming nimbus and who borrowed it. In
the case of the pseudo-simurgh, one could imagine that it was introduced into Sasanian Persia
from eastern Iran where it had been quite popular, at least since the late fifth century. This is
what we could deduce from the incomplete throne of the Sogdian deity in a Penjikent Temple
II painting (fig. 10). According to Boris Marshak, the composite creature under the throne of
that deity (the Zoroastrian rain god Tishtrya? see: Compareti 2021, 104-07) is probably the
first representation of a monster looking like a winged dog, although the peacock tail is not
visible (Belenitskii and Marshak 1981, 29-30). Later on, the pseudo-simurgh started to be used
as a special symbol of xwarrah/farn in front of a king, as seen on seventh-century eastern
Iranian Hunnish and Turkish coins or seventh-century Sogdian countermarks. In the West,
it started to undergo several changes before being completely accepted in Persian art, where
it never appeared in front of a king. However, its presence on the clothes of rulers at Taq-i
Bustan strongly suggests some kind of connection with fortune, glory, charisma, kingship,
etc.

Figure 10. Sketch of a deity sitting on a throne supported by winged dogs,
Penjikent Temple II, chapels 4-6, room 5. After Compareti 2021, fig. 29.

Arabo-Sasanian coins continued to present the human bust with flaming nimbus, which
was based on the coins of the Khusraw II type and, for some time, this motif and the
pseudo-simurgh appeared along with other unusual ones that scholars would have expected
to find on pre-Islamic coinage (Gyselen 2009). It is not given to know the precise meaning
of these motifs that do not look Islamic at all. Unfortunately, the inscriptions in Arabic or
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Middle Persian on Arabo-Sasanian coins just repeat formulae without any description of the
motifs accompanying them.
One unique epigraphic seal in the British Museum only presents the pseudo-simurgh
and no other images (fig. 11). This may provide another hint towards a (late) Sasanian Persia
attribution. No other Iranian art objects with a representation of a pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
have been found during controlled excavations. The same objection could be considered
valid for so-called Sasanian textiles that, in many cases and, mainly, from an iconographic
point of view, have been thought to be the result of Sogdian, Byzantine, or early Islamic
productions (Compareti 2009). For this reason, there is no real evidence to consider that
composite creature as a genuine Sasanian creation. It could have been introduced very
easily from eastern Iranian lands, possibly Khorasan-Sistan or Zabulistan, that is to say, the
homeland of the Iranian hero Rustam whose family – as described in the Shahnameh – was
protected by the simurgh.

Figure 11. Unexcavated epigraphic
seal with the Middle Persian
inscription ’pzwt “increased”.
After Compareti 2021, fig. 79b.

It is worth observing that Firdousi described the standard of Rustam in the Shahnameh
as embellished with a dragon and this could have created some confusion among scholars.
In fact, such a “dragon” could have been just another allusion to the pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
that appeared as a composite creature or a kind of dragon, griffin, etc. (Compareti 2021,
186). Since the dragon of the standard of Rustam definitely had apotropaic functions, we
could assume that Bastam did the same when he represented that eastern Iranian composite
creature on his garment in the wild boar hunting panel at Taq-i Bustan. He probably wanted
to concretely protect himself and, at the same time, associate his family with Rustam. They,
in fact, shared common eastern Iranian origins.

Concluding Remarks
As already mentioned in the first part of this study, Taq-i Bustan is a controversial and
problematic monument that does not present any parallel in Sasanian art. Moreover, no other
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Sasanian rock relief displays such a large number of textile decorations. However, there are
not enough elements to consider those textile decorations as genuine Sasanian products. In
fact, they could have been introduced into Persia from Central Asia along the so-called “Silk
Road.” We have to consider that Sasanian Iran was a place where there were many exchanges
along the “Silk Road” and not only along the Silk Road with China and beyond but that
which includes the connections with Central Asia, the West with the Byzantine Empire, the
Caucasus, etc.
Textile decorations that include composite creatures such as the pseudo-senmurv/simurgh
appear in Sogdian paintings and, slightly earlier, at Taq-i Bustan. There is actually one fifthsixth century painting from Penjikent Temple II that could be considered the very first
attempt to adapt this composite creature to Sogdian art. Despite its early appearance in the
Penjikent paintings, it does not seem that this composite creature enjoyed great popularity
among Sogdian artists either. In fact, it could have originated in those regions of eastern Iran
where local mints used it quite often. These regions are Arachosia and Zabulistan, which is
to say the kingdom where the great Iranian hero Rustam was born. Actually, some Sogdian
paintings from Penjikent (room 41/sector VI) show Rustam fighting against demons with a
winged composite creature flying in front of him (Compareti 2019b, figs. 69-72). This creature
was not the simurgh that protected Rustam and his family but a symbolic representation of
xwarrah/farr (Sogdian farn). It was similar but not identical to the composite creature on the
garments of Bastam and Khusraw II at Taq-i Bustan. In any case, they probably point to the
same concept, which is exaltation, glorification, and divine protection.
Every hint collected in this paper seems to point at the territory of modern Afghanistan
as the most probable place of origin of this composite creature. Later on, it was probably
introduced in Sasanian Persia and other parts of Central Asia where it would become very
popular, especially for textile decorations.
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Intentional Identities: Liao Women’s Dress and Cultural
and Political Power
Eiren L. SHEA

Before the tenth century, the dress of elite women in and around China often reflected
“Han” Chinese fashions and preferences. In funerary paintings and relief sculptures of
Sogdian and Xianbei couples from the sixth century, for example, women wear “Han”
Chinese-style clothing. Even in the Tang dynasty (ca. 618-907), when exchange with
Central Asia via overland Silk Road trade impacted the styles and patterning of elite
dress and men incorporated clear Central Asian attributes into their dress, elite women in
the Tang sphere wore recognizably Tang fashions. Chinese-style dress in these centuries
clearly conveyed cultural import and, likely, political power, especially after the founding
of the Tang dynasty. However, the straightforward borrowing of Tang women’s dress
shifted in the Khitan Liao dynasty (ca. 907-1125). The Liao, in contrast to other states
that shared a border with China in previous centuries, saw themselves as political equals
to the Song dynasty (ca. 960-1278) court in the south. The Liao court was interested in
Song customs and culture and incorporated artistic motifs and practices from the Song
court. However, the Liao courtly idiom was never fully subsumed into the greater world
of the Song – rather, the Liao used facets of Song courtly culture for their own ends.
One way this is manifested is through the dual administrative system, a bureaucratic
organization that, among other things, regulated and distinguished between who was
permitted to wear Khitan and non-Khitan dress. In this paper, I will examine the
material evidence from funerary contexts for how the dress of elite Liao women both
engaged with the dress of the Song, while also maintaining a certain amount of cultural
autonomy. Through their dress, elite Liao women signaled clear messages about their
status, identity, and difference to their Song counterparts.
Keywords: Liao dynasty; Khitan women; women’s dress; funerary art
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Introduction
Prior to the founding of the Liao dynasty (ca. 907-1125), the dress of elite women in and
around China often reflected “Han” Chinese fashions and preferences.1 The women wear
“Han” style clothing, for example, in funerary paintings and relief sculptures of Sogdian
and Xianbei couples from the sixth century. Even in the Tang dynasty (ca. 618-907), when
exchange with Central Asia via overland Silk Road trade impacted the styles and patterning
of elite dress and Tang Chinese men incorporated clear Central Asian attributes into their
dress, elite women in the Tang sphere wore recognizably Tang fashions, albeit with patterning
derived or inspired by Central Asia and cultures along the “Silk Roads.” Chinese-style dress
in these centuries clearly conveyed cultural import and, likely, political power, especially after
the founding of the Tang dynasty. However, the straightforward borrowing of Tang women’s
dress shifted in the Khitan-ruled Liao dynasty. The Liao, in contrast to other states that
shared a border with China in previous centuries, were political equals to the Song dynasty
(ca. 960-1278) in the south. Indeed, treaties such as that signed after the Battle of Shanyuan
澶淵之盟 in 1005 favored the Liao and declared that the Song was obligated to send the Liao
200,000 bolts of silk and 100,000 taels of silver per year.2 The comparable status of the Liao
and Song was further expressed by the Liao’s continual assertion of Khitan identity through
the dress of royal Khitan women.
As part of identity formation for the newly established Liao Empire, Khitan elites
were interested in Song customs and culture and incorporated artistic motifs and practices
from the Song court into that of the Liao. However, the Liao courtly idiom was never
fully subsumed into the greater world of the Song. Rather, the Liao used facets of Song
courtly culture for their own ends. A significant instance of this practice was the dual
administrative system, a bureaucratic organization that, among other things, regulated and
distinguished between who was permitted to wear Khitan or non-Khitan dress. Other
culturally significant practices such as hunting, and equestrian activities more broadly, were
also maintained. The Khitan language was used by the Liao court and written versions
were established in 920 (Khitan large script) and in 925 (Khitan small script).3 One of the
most visually striking ways of establishing and maintaining a Khitan courtly identity was,
however, through dress. In addition to discussing what, exactly, elite Liao women wore, this
paper examines material evidence for how elite Liao women engaged with Song dress and
cultural interests while also maintaining clear cultural autonomy. Through their dress, elite
Liao women signaled strong messages about their status, identity, and difference to their
Song counterparts.
1

2
3

The term “Han,” which refers to the historical Han dynasty, is unstable and imprecise as its meaning changes at
different moments in Chinese history. I will use it here as it is used in the historical sources such as the Liao shi
referring to specific Chinese customs and dress usually synonymous with the Tang dynasty and later, the Song
dynasty. For a discussion of the term “Han” see Elliott, “Hushuo,” 173–190.
Wright, “The Sung-Kitan War,” 25. See also Tuotuo, Liao shi, 14:160.
Kane, The Kitan Language, 3.
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Recent historians have become increasingly interested in the roles of women in the
non-“Han” groups and dynasties that ruled in the north of China and the Mongolian steppe
beginning in the third century CE with the Xianbei 鮮卑 and spanning through the Mongol
period in the fourteenth century.4 Women, and especially elite women, from groups tied
to steppe and Turkic cultures enjoyed a much more active role in both household affairs
and politics than those who lived to their south in China. This was certainly the case with
the relatively autonomous and politically active women living in the Liao Empire and their
increasingly sequestered southern neighbors living in the Northern Song. Liao Empresses,
acting in concert with their husbands, as regents for their sons, or wielding power as empress
dowagers after the deaths of their husbands, such as the famous Empress Dowagers Yingtian
應天 (878-953) and Chengtian 承天 (953-1009), not only played significant roles in Liao politics
and policymaking but also led troops in battle and negotiated major treaties. For example,
the aforementioned treaty after the Liao victory during the Battle of Shanyuan was partially
negotiated by Empress Dowager Chengtian.5 This was in stark contrast to the increasingly
inward-looking role of women at all levels of society in the Northern Song.6 Despite the fact
that Liao women often played a significant role throughout the dynasty, evidence for these
women in textual sources, such as the Liao shi 遼史, generally written in Chinese and compiled
by Confucian officials in subsequent dynasties, is much less abundant than is the case for Liao
men. Although several empresses and notable consorts have biographical entries in the Liao
shi, these are shorter and less detailed than the biographies of Liao emperors.7 Unsurprisingly,
historical texts such as the Liao shi provide much less information on women’s court dress
than men’s court dress. While we may be able to extrapolate a certain amount of information
about women’s court dress from descriptions and regulations applied to men, texts do not
give us a full picture. To discover more about the clothing that courtly and elite Liao women
were wearing, material evidence must be examined in concert with the texts.
As with dress from the Middle Period in China more generally, material evidence for
women’s dress during the Liao dynasty comes from funerary contexts, which provides its
own set of challenges. Few actual garments from the Liao period remain because many
tombs from the period were looted before proper archaeological excavation.8 Thus, much
4

5
6
7

8

For a survey of women’s dress in China and the Steppe from the pre-Tang through Mongol periods see Shea,
Mongol Court Dress, 72-95. For the dress of Tang and pre-Tang women see Lingley, “Naturalizing the Exotic,”
50-80; Chen, “Material Girls,” 5-33; Chen, Empire of Style. For women in the Liao and Jin dynasties see Johnson,
Women of the Conquest Dynasties. For Mongol women, see Rossabi, “Kubilai Khan,” 153–180; Zhao, Marriage as
Political Strategy; May, “Commercial Queens,” 89–106; Birge, Marriage and; Shea, “Painted Silks,” 36-55.
Johnson, Women of the Conquest Dynasties, 129-130; Lin, “The Khitan Empress Dowagers,” 191.
Johnson, Women of the Conquest Dynasties, xix-xx; Ebrey, The Inner Quarters, 21-27.
The Liao shi devotes one fascicle (juan 卷) out of forty five in its biographies section to “Empresses and Imperial
Concubines” 后妃. See Tuotuo, Liao shi, 71:1197-1207, which gives biographies of 20 of these imperial women.
Three undisturbed Liao tombs containing women’s clothing are the Yemaotai tomb, Princess of Chen State
tomb, and Tuerji shan tomb. The archaeological reports for these tombs list the clothing found within the tomb
but good color photos have not been published of most of the garments, nor has any textile analysis that may
have been undertaken on the garments, which limits what research may be done with them. For the Yemaotai
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of the evidence for dress type is not from surviving textiles but from tomb murals. Tomb
wall paintings are idealized representations meant to accompany the deceased in the afterlife
or to serve as loci for ancestral worship, not snapshots of above-ground life. They are also
not ubiquitous in the Liao period – not all tombs contained paintings. Nonetheless, pictorial
evidence from tombs gives some sense of cultural practices and dress that likely reflect a
version of above-ground life, as is the case with funerary art from other periods in China.
Women and men are depicted in specific and conventional ways that can give us insights into
prototypical clothing worn by people of varying status – from elite tomb occupants to maids,
attendants, soldiers, musicians, and children.
The corpus of tombs for the Liao period with evidence for women’s dress can be broadly
categorized into two groups: tombs of the Khitan elite, including royal tombs of the imperial
Yelü 耶律 family and consort clan, the Xiao 蕭, most of which are in present-day Mongolia,
Inner Mongolia, Jilin, and Liaoning Provinces; and tombs of the Chinese, non-Khitan elite
living under Liao rule, the most famous of which are the Xuanhua 宣化 tombs of the Zhang 張
and Han 韓 families in present-day Hebei Province. Clearly, there are some gaps in the material.
The first group of tombs provides visual evidence of dress for the imperial Liao court, the royal
families, or highly ranked nobles and their attendants. The second group of tombs depicts the
dress of non-Khitan elites, living in Southern Liao territories, and their attendants. Significantly,
these “Han” elites living in Southern Liao territory along with Northern Song elites were
themselves representatives of a new flourishing class – wealthy elites, but not associated with
the court or with the bureaucratic literati class who were traditionally of higher social status
than “commoners” such as merchants.9 Thus, there are different types of identity expression
legible in these tombs. Nonetheless, as we will see comparatively, there are some similarities and
basic differences that may allow us to extrapolate the meanings behind specific types of dress
for different people living under Liao rule.

The Dual Administrative System and Its Impact on Dress
Before diving into the material evidence for women’s dress, it is useful to have some idea of
the cultural and legal framework that characterized life during the Liao dynasty. Shortly after
the Liao dynasty was founded by Abaoji 阿保機 (872-926) in 907, a dual administrative system

9

tomb see Liaoningsheng bowuguan, “Faku Yemaotai,” 26-36; Yang, New perspectives on China’s Past, 464-467. For
the Tuerji shan tomb see Neimenggu wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Neimenggu Tongliao shi,” 50-53+106-108; Ta
and Zhang, “A Liao-dynasty tomb,” 60-65. For the Princess of the State of Chen tomb see Neimenggu wenwu
kaogu yanjiu suo, “Liao Chenguo gongzhu,” 4-24+97-106; Zhang, “Liao Chenguo gongzhu,” 25-28+99; Yang,
New perspectives on China’s Past, 459-463; Sun, “The Discovery and Research, 66-73. The most extensive textile
analysis on Liao period garments has been undertaken by the Abegg Stiftung in Riggisberg, Switzerland, which
published their findings alongside detailed color photos in the book Dragons of Silk, Flowers of Gold. However,
as these garments were not scientifically excavated but rather bought on the art market, important information
about the context of their production and use has been lost. See Schorta, Dragons of Silk.
Hong, “Changing Roles of the Tomb Portrait,” 206; Kuhn, Burial in Song, 12.
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was established, the Northern Administration for the pastoral groups (Khitan and Xi 奚)
that populated the northern part of Liao territory (including parts of present-day Mongolia,
Inner Mongolia, Jilin, and Liaoning Provinces) and a subordinate Southern Administration,
for the sedentary, agriculturalist groups, mostly Chinese subjects (hanren 漢人), who populated
the Southern Circuit of Liao territory (present-day Hebei province).10 The Northern
Administration was based on Khitan customs and law, while the Southern Administration
borrowed from the Tang code (Tanglü 唐律).11 Directly related to this was the dual dress
system adopted by the Liao court, which categorized dress into “State-Style” (guofu 國服), or
Khitan-style dress, and “Han-Style” (hanfu 漢服), or Chinese (Tang/Song) style dress.12 As
stated in the Liao shi, during the reign of Abaoji, “the system for official dress was regulated.
The Khitan style was worn in the north, and the Han style worn in the south; each was
determined according to convenience.”13
Although, as we shall see, the material evidence does correspond in general to this
basic division of Khitan-style dress in the north and Tang/Song-style dress in the south,
the division may not have been as neat as this description implies. Certainly, when it came
to court dress, the Liao shi records major shifts in the types of dress worn at court and
by different officials during different reign periods, not always along north/south lines. As
recorded in the Liao shi section on court dress:
After the fifth year of the Qianheng 乾亨reign [983] when the Shengzong 聖宗 Emperor
[Yelü Longxu 耶律隆緒] conferred the title of Empress Dowager on Chengtian, all of
the officials above 3rd rank wore Han-style formal dress [fafu 法服]… According to the
record of the zunhao ceremony 尊號冊禮 [in which a title was conferred on the emperor]
in the 5th year of Chongxi 重熙 [1036], following [the zunhao ceremony] the Emperor
[Xingzong 興宗, Yelü Zongzhen 耶律宗真] wore the dragon robe and the officials from
both the north and south wore [Han style] court dress...During the Huitong 會同 period
[937-947] the Empress Dowager [Yingtian] and Northern officials wore Khitan statestyle dress; the Emperor [太宗, Yelü Deguang 耶律德光] and southern officials wore
Han-style dress…In important rituals after the Chongxi period [1032-1055], everyone
[all court officials] wore Han dress. The daily ceremonial dress still used the same one
as the Huitong period.14

What is striking is the use of Han-style dress at various times by both the Liao emperor
and his officials – sometimes all of them would wear Han-style court dress, sometimes just
the southern officials and the emperor, while it seems that the empress and the empress
10

11
12
13
14

Johnson, Women of the Conquest Dynasties, 26; Lin, “The Khitan Empress Dowagers,” 185; Wittfogel and Fêng,
History of Chinese Society, 227; Tuotuo, Liao shi, 73: 1224-1225.
Lin, “The Khitan Empress Dowagers,” 190.
Shea, Mongol Court Dress, 15; Tuotuo, Liao shi, 56: 905-907.
Tuotuo, Liao shi, 56:905; See also Wittfogel and Fêng, History of Chinese Society, 228.
Tuotuo, Liao shi, 56: 908. Parts of this are also cited in Wittfogel and Fêng, History of Chinese Society, 227-228.
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dowager continuously dressed in Khitan fashion. Indeed, this was the case in the account
of the Northern Song envoy Song Shou 宋綬, who reported that during his visit in 1020 the
emperor and his southern officials wore Han-style court dress while the Khitan officials and
the empress wore Khitan-style court dress.15 The use of Han-style court dress by the emperor
and his officials was probably indicative of the Liao emperor’s understanding and use of
Tang/Song-style ritual for symbolic and political means. This is underscored by the fact that
Liao Taizong (Yelü Deguang) confiscated and used Tang ritual implements for use in Liao
court ceremonies. As recorded in the Liao shi:
On the first day of the first month of the first year of Datong [947], emperor Taizong
entered into Jin territory and prepared his imperial carriages, received the congratulations
of the civil and military officials at the Chongyuan hall of Bianjing,16 from that day
[Tang style court dress] was considered the norm. When they returned to the north, the
Liao took with them Tang and Jin objects and used them.17

By co-opting the sartorial and ceremonial vocabulary of the Tang, and later the Song, to use
in the Liao court, Abaoji and his successors crafted a clear message – that the Liao was as
powerful as the Song and should be approached as an equal. The Liao court’s adopting of
Tang style court dress when it suited them showed their ability to code-switch between their
Khitan pastoral identity and a Chinese court identity. But what was being communicated by
empresses and empress dowagers in the practice of wearing Khitan-style clothing at court?

Khitan Women’s Dress and Political Power
I have argued elsewhere that elite Khitan women wore Khitan-style dress when engaging in
culturally significant activities such as the hunt.18 But upon further review of the available
evidence, it appears that elite Khitan women in fact never wore Tang/Song-style dress at all.
Indeed, there is no evidence of Khitan women living in the northern part of the Liao state
wearing anything but Khitan-style clothing. This stands in contrast to elite women from
groups living to the north of China from the centuries prior to Liao rule. In the murals of
banqueting and musical performances from the tomb of the elite Xianbei military official, Xu
Xianxiu, for example, everyone depicted, including the male tomb occupant, wears Xianbei
dress. The only exception is Xu Xianxiu’s wife, who is dressed in markedly Han/Chinese-

15
16

17
18

Wittfogel and Fêng, History of Chinese Society, 228.
Bianjing (present-day Kaifeng) was the capital of the Later Jin 後晉 (936-946), Later Han 後漢 (947-950), and
Later Zhou 後周 (951-960) of the Five Dynasties Period; it then became capital of the Northern Song when
they overthrew the Later Zhou in 960.
Tuotuo, Liao shi, 56: 907.
Shea, Mongol Court Dress, 74-77.
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style robes.19 Kate Lingley, following a hypothesis put forth by Judith Lerner about Sogdian
women dressing in Han/Chinese-style, posits that since Central Asian style dress (which was
similar to the dress worn by Steppe/Turkic peoples or other northern groups) was associated
in China with singing girls and other lower class entertainers, upper class Sogdian and Xianbei
women preferred to wear Chinese-style robes to signify their higher status and difference
from such entertainers.20 Although this may have been true for various groups through
the end of the Tang dynasty, there was a shift in the early tenth century, when the Khitan
established the Liao dynasty. Indeed, that elite Khitan women continued to wear Khitan-style
clothing – which would have been coded similarly to Steppe/Turkic/Central Asian dress in
the Chinese context – in various settings, including court audiences, signified a shift in the
way the Khitans saw themselves in relation to Song China compared to these earlier groups.
In her book, Women of the Conquest Dynasties, Linda Cooke Johnson argues that the fact
that women living in the southern part of Liao territory of Chinese origin (hanren 漢人)
continued to wear Tang/Song-style clothing while their husbands and servants wore Khitan
dress indicates that they were preservers of cultural identity.21 However, this pattern seems
to be the norm across much of Chinese history rather than an exceptional act by these Han
women. Looking at the broad historical trend amongst elites from groups originating from
places peripheral to the central Chinese state, elite women wore Chinese-style dress while
their husbands wore northern, or steppe-style dress. Evidence for hanren and, in fact, Khitan
women living in the southern part of the Liao state wearing Tang/Song-style dress exists in
tomb paintings, notably in the Xuanhua tombs. The only instances of tomb murals from the
Northern part of the Liao state featuring women in Tang/Song dress are those that illustrate
specific stories of women from the south of China, or of musicians and servants, not images
of Khitan women themselves.

Khitan and Tang-Style Women’s Dress
Visual representations of Khitan-style women’s dress show that its most defining feature
was a long-sleeved exterior robe that closed to the left. In the early part of the Liao, the
fabric borrowed patterns from Tang silks, such as the repeated floral roundel, which we see
in attendant figures in Baoshan tombs one and two (fig. 1). In the middle and later Liao,
monochrome or smaller-patterned fabrics became more widespread. The cuffs and collar of
such robes were made in a contrasting color or altogether different material from the main
fabric of the robe. Contrasting collars and cuffs was a style used by many groups before,
during, and after the Liao dynasty in the vicinity of China and allowed for a more expensive
fabric to be used in smaller quantities but in an eye-catching way. The fabric belt that tied
the robe closed could be tied just under the breasts, as in the examples of the female attendant
19
20
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Lingley, “Silk Road Dress,” 5, fig.8.
Lingley, “Silk Road Dress,” 9-10.
Johnson, Women of the Conquest Dynasties, 48.
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figures from Baoshan tombs one and two (fig. 1), or at the waist, as in Kulunqi tomb M2 (fig. 2).
Presumably, under this robe women wore other layers of clothing, including trousers and
boots, suitable for life in the cold climate of north China and Mongolia.

Figure 1. Mural of attendant with
floral medallions, Southern wall of the
antechamber (partial view),
Baoshan Tomb 1, Liao Dynasty
(923 CE), Chifeng, Inner Mongolia, China.
After Xu Guangji,
Zhongguo chu tu bi hua quan ji, vol. 3, fig. 77.

Figure 2. Woman (princess?) looking in a
mirror, Liao dynasty (907–1125 ce), tomb M1 at
Qianweulibugecun in Nailingagongshe, Kulunqi,
Inner Mongolia. Height: 297 cm; width: 160 cm;
figure height: ca. 158 cm. Excavated in 1972,
preserved in the Jilin Provincial Museum. Replica
in Tongliao Museum. After Xu Guangji, Zhongguo
chu tu bi hua quan ji, vol. 3, fig. 169.

Although pictorial examples only represent the exterior robe, the idea that these women
wore multiple layers of clothing is supported not only by the logic of how people would
dress for life in the cold climate of north China and Mongolia but also by excavated material
from the Liao period. The Yemaotai, Tuerji shan, and Princess of the State of Chen tombs
preserved not only exterior robes but also leggings, undergarments, underrobes, hats, and
women’s boots, as will be discussed below. The basic side-closing outer robe and a closefitting black cap seems to have been the main style for Khitan women’s dress, probably made
of finer materials such as silks woven with gold thread for court use and more practical materials
such as coarser silk or felt for everyday use. Although the Liao shi and the Qidan guozhi 契丹國志
(“Record of the Khitan Empire”) give information about regulations of certain patterns, styles,
and colors for court officials and the royal family, few of these regulations pertained explicitly
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to women’s dress.22 Rather, specific regulations for patterns and styles of clothing allowed to
women, outside of regular remarks noting that the empress wore Khitan dress, were vague.
Regarding ceremonial dress, the Liao shi records, “The clothing style of the court officials and
the noble women follow the colors of the flags of their tribes.”23
Like Khitan women, Tang women had two general categories of dress available to them,
quotidian dress and ceremonial attire.24 BuYun Chen describes the components of Tang
women’s clothing succinctly: “A woman’s ensemble, for both ceremonial and every day wear
would have included an unlined short robe (shan 衫) or a short jacket (ru 襦), a skirt (qun 裙),
and shawl (pibo 披帛).”25 As with Khitan women, the style of quotidian and ceremonial dress
would have been similar but the materials and patterns were dictated by the occasion and
status of the wearer. Elite women were subject to the same regulations as their husbands,
which, as in later dynasties such as the Song and the Yuan, were ordered by courtly rank.26
Tracing the impact of Tang culture on both the Liao and the Song is complex,
especially regarding clothing and textiles. In the Tang period, which was well-known for
its cosmopolitanism and contacts with the north and Central Asia through the overland
trade routes known as the “Silk Roads,” specific types of Central Asian designs, such as the
roundel, and clothing types, such as the fitting riding coat with trousers and boots, were
adapted into Tang clothing and over the course of the dynasty blended with Chinese-style
dress.27 The wearing of a riding coat, boots, and trousers in the Liao context, especially by
male figures, thus does not only indicate Khitan identity but may also allude to the fashion
for such Central Asian dress during the Tang. Although clothing was certainly a significant
cultural marker, in the Liao framework the hairstyle of figures often reveals as much about
the identity of the wearer as their clothing.28

Material Remains - Royal and Elite Liao Tombs
Several tombs made for elite or royal Liao women have been excavated and, in this section,
I will consider the Baoshan 寶山tombs (Ar Horqin Banner, Inner Mongolia, ca. 923-after 926),
Tuerjishan 吐尔基山 tomb (Kezuo Rear Banner, Inner Mongolia, ca. 10th century), Yemaotai
葉茂台 tomb 7 (Faku, Liaoning, ca. 959-986), Princess of the State of Chen 陳國 and her
husband Xiao Shaoju’s 蕭紹矩 tomb (Naiman Banner, Inner Mongolia, 1018), the Kulunqi
22
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See, for example, Tuotuo, Liao shi 56: 906-907 for description of the emperor’s dress and dress of court officials
and regulations regarding patterns, materials, and styles. This can be compared to a very similar passage in Qidan
guozhi juan 23 (yifu zhidu 衣服制度): 225.
Tuotuo, Liao shi 56: 906.
Chen, Empire of Style, 51.
Chen, Empire of Style, 51.
Ouyang, Xin Tang shu, 24:530, also cited in Chen, Empire if Style, 51. For regulations of pattern according to
rank between the Tang and Yuan dynasties see Shea, Mongol Court Dress, 45.
Lingley, “Naturalizing the Exotic,” 70; Chen, “Material Girls,” 14-16; Chen, Empire of Style, 92-97.
Shea, Mongol Court Dress, 21.
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tombs (Zhelimu, Jilin, ca. 1080), and the Xuanhua 宣化 tombs (Xiabali, Xuanhua, Hebei,
ca. 1093-1117).29 Before investigating the representations of elite women in the funerary
context of the Liao dynasty, a brief note should be made about Liao funerary practices. One
of the reasons the Liao are so interesting to study is that they elude broad generalizations.
Funerary traditions were extremely diverse and include a variety of treatments for the body
of the deceased and there was no definitive decorative scheme for painted tombs, although
there are some commonalities as we shall see.30 It appears that royal bodies were buried
in silver mesh suits and metallic face masks, as in the Princess of Chen tomb, and what
the excavators estimate was the case in the Baoshan tombs.31 However, the sarcophagus,
shape of the tomb, and decorative programs were not consistent, even within elite and
royal tombs. The Baoshan tombs (for royal occupants) and Yemaotai tomb (for an elite
occupant), for instance, are brick tombs that contained an interior house-like structure that
functioned as a sarcophagus. However, in the Yemaotai tomb the sarcophagus was called
a xiaozhang 小帳, was made of wood, and contained a carved stone sarcophagus, while the
Baoshan tombs featured house-like structures made of stone, called a shifang 石房, without an
interior sarcophagus.32 The Yemaotai tomb was a multi-chambered tomb accessed by a ramp,
with an entry chamber, two side niches or “ear” chambers, and a main, square-shaped
and domed burial chamber, similar in structure to the Princess of the State of Chen’s
tomb. The Kunlunqi tombs and Xuanhua tombs, too, are variations on this basic structure
although the rooms are slightly different in shape and size in each case (some of the
funerary chambers of the Xuanhua tombs were octagonal, for instance).33 The Baoshan
tombs, on the other hand, were single-chambered brick tombs accessed by a ramp; the
main burial chambers were approximately square with domed ceilings. In addition, while
the Baoshan, Yemaotai, Princess of the State of Chen, and Kulunqi tombs all feature
murals of attendants and horses, the Baoshan tombs’ interior murals of Tang dynasty
court scenes and the Yemaotai’s tomb interred hanging scroll paintings of animals and a
landscape in Five Dynasties style have not been found in any other elite or royal tombs of
the Liao dynasty.
29
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For the Baoshan tombs Neimenggu wenwu kaogu yanjiusuo, “Neimenggu Chifeng Baoshan,” 73-95; Yang,
New perspectives on China’s Past, 448-452; Wu, Art of the Yellow Springs, 185-188. For Kulunqi tomb one see Chen,
“Jilin Zhelimu Kulunqi, 2-18; Johnson, “The Wedding Ceremony,” 107-136; Johnson, Women of the Conquest
Dynasties, 81-83. For Xuanhua/Xiabali tombs see Elisseeff, “À propos d’un cimetière Liao,” 70-81; Steinhardt,
“Liao Archaeology,” 237-239; Hebeisheng wenwu yanjiusuo, Xuanhua Liao mu bihua; Yang, New Perspectives on
China’s Past, 469-474; Shen, “Body Matters,” 99-141; Wu, Art of the Yellow Springs, 142-148. For the Tuerji shan
tomb, Yemaotai tomb, and Princess of Chen State tomb see note 8 above.
For treatment of the deceased body during the Liao dynasty see Steinhardt, “Liao Archaeology,” 225-227;
Kuhn, How the Qidan reshaped,142-145.
Su, “The Discovery and Research,” 72.
Examples of xiaozhang have been found in a number of elite tombs datable to the Liao period, see Pauline
Sebillaud et al., “A Glimpse into Burial Practices,” 285-287. See also Kuhn, How the Qidan reshaped, 36-37.
For a typology of Liao/Jin tombs see Kuhn, How the Qidan reshaped, 32-36; see also Sebillaud et al., “A Glimpse
into Burial Practices,” 258.
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The house-shaped sarcophagus seems to have disappeared from Liao tombs by the
eleventh century. In the context of later royal burials of the Liao, neither the Princess of
the State of Chen tomb, made for a royal woman from the Yelü clan and her husband,
nor the Kulunqi tombs, which were for members of the Xiao royal consort clan, contain
sarcophagi at all. Rather, the Princess of the State of Chen and her husband were buried side
by side on a burial couch while remains of multiple bodies have been found in the Kulunqi
tombs showing evidence of cremation.34 Meanwhile, the Xuanhua tombs stand out for their
innovative combination of Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist aspects with manikins made
representing the deceased taking the place of corporeal remains of the deceased, which
were cremated.35 In the Xuanhua tombs, these manikins were entombed in dhāranī coffins
– wooden coffins inscribed with Sanskrit and sometimes Chinese translations of dhāranīs,
or Buddhist spells referring to the preservation of Buddha’s teachings, on the sides of the
coffin.36 In other words, while there are certainly similarities to be drawn between the various
known tombs of the Liao elite, they are often more different than they are alike.
Despite the diversity of funerary practices found in the Liao context, something that
is found in all these tombs is varying degrees of cultural synthesis, between the Khitan and
southern Chinese, as well as between religious beliefs such as Buddhism, pastoral shamanism,
Daoism, and Confucianism. Because this article centers on women’s dress and identity, I focus
on those aspects of the tombs that address the ways in which women’s identities were expressed
in the funerary context and what this might tell us about female identity in the above-ground
context. I hope to show that Khitan identity was something Khitan women expressed through
their clothing while also maintaining an appreciation and knowledge of Chinese culture. I begin
with an investigation of some of the earliest known Liao royal tombs, Baoshan tombs one and
two (with a special focus on tomb two, since the deceased was a woman), before expanding the
discussion to incorporate evidence from other elite Liao tombs.

Khitan Identity and the Synthesis of Han Elements in Liao Tombs
Baoshan tombs one and two
Part of a larger Khitan royal cemetery complex, Baoshan tombs one and two may have
belonged to a mother-son pair; according to an inscription from the tomb, the occupant of
tomb one was Qinde, the second son of the “Great Shaojun” 大少君 , a title that may refer
to the third son of Abaoji, meaning Qinde was Abaoji’s grandson.37 Qinde died in 923 at the
age of 14, and it is possible that tomb two was his mother or an older female relative; she
appears to have been buried slightly later (after 926).38
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Wu, Art of the Yellow Springs, 144; Johnson, “The Wedding Ceremony,” 111.
Shen, “Body Matters,” 102-103; Wu, Art of the Yellow Springs, 142.
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The tombs had been looted prior to excavation but their wall paintings give a startling
picture of the synthesis that characterized Khitan royal culture from the beginning of the
Liao dynasty. Both tombs are single-chambered brick tombs accessed by a ramp. In the
chamber of both tombs, there was a smaller “stone house” (shifang) made of polished stone
slabs that served as an exterior sarcophagus. Both interior and exterior walls of the “stone
house” were painted, as were the walls of the brick tomb. The walls of the brick tombs
feature attendant figures and horses, typical features of Chinese painted tombs from at least
the Han dynasty. The large scale of the horses and the detail accorded to the depiction of
their tack may be connected to the important place of the horse within Khitan culture. The
“stone house” sarcophagi each feature attendant figures flanking the door of the structure,
a man and a woman in Baoshan tomb one, and two women in Baoshan tomb two, with the
women all dressed in recognizably Khitan-style, albeit with a nod to Tang textiles in the
depiction of floral roundels on their robes. Large floral medallions, often combined with
smaller (quatrefoil) flowers, were a popular motif that originated at the beginning of the
eighth century in Tang China.39 The depiction of these large floral roundels on various Khitan
attendant figures in the Baoshan tombs indicates their continued use by elites and members
of their household at the beginning of the Liao dynasty. While the depiction of attendant
figures and horses may be typical of tomb paintings in and around China, the paintings
within the “stone house” sarcophagi, however, are extraordinary from the perspective of
funerary art and especially in the context of early Khitan royal burials.
Both tombs depict Tang-style courtly women in scenes alluding to southern Chinese
painting and literary traditions. Those in tomb one seem to have a religious valence, with
a depiction of the Daoist Queen Mother of the West descending to a Han emperor, while
those in tomb two illustrate scenes from the lives of two famous women from Chinese
history, Yang Guifei 楊貴妃 (719-756), the concubine of Emperor Tang Xuanzong 唐玄宗
(r. 712-756), and Su Hui 蘇蕙 (also known as Su Ruolan 蘇若蘭), the fourth-century poet.40
The painting on the east wall of the stone house in tomb one is the best preserved of the
murals in this tomb (fig. 3) and shows a series of four female immortals arriving from the
right side of the composition and descending on a scrolling cloud towards a seated figure.
The seated figure is identified as Han Wudi 漢武帝(ca. 156-87 BCE), while the first of the
female immortals is identified as the Queen Mother of the West.41 The women have their
hair in elaborate, butterfly-wing style coiffeurs and wear flowing robes with oversized sleeves.
Their outer robes are secured under the bust and are also tied with ribbons to close around
the knee. The complex hairstyles and flowing layers of silken robes of varying patterns are
not unlike those worn by Tang dynasty court beauties in paintings attributed to Zhou Fang
(ca. 730-800) such as Tuning the Lute and Drinking Tea or Court Ladies with Flowers in their Hair.42
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Wardwell and Watt, When Silk Was Gold, 37-38.
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Figure 3. Detail from mural of descending immortals,
eastern wall of east side chamber, Baoshan Tomb 1,
Liao Dynasty (923 CE), Chifeng, Inner Mongolia, China.
After Xu Guangji, Zhongguo chu tu bi hua quan ji, vol. 3, fig. 75.

The murals in tomb two are better preserved, with the scene featuring Yang Guifei
depicted on the northern wall on the interior of the stone house and Su Hui on the southern
wall. Each scene is identified by a poetic inscription accompanying the painting. Both scenes
are of well-known stories; that featuring Yang Guifei depicts her teaching the Heart Sutra
to her favorite pet parrot, while Su Hui is shown sending a woven silk featuring a secret
message to her husband, in exile at the northern frontier.43 On the northern wall, Yang Guifei
is depicted sitting at a red table with a scroll unrolled in front of her and a small white bird
perched to the side. Yang Guifei sits in a high-backed chair and her centrality is underlined
by a red and yellow-bordered carpet with a blue central section under the desk, chair, and
her feet. She is surrounded by four female attendants as well as bamboo, a bifurcated tree to
the right, another exotic tree to the left, and a Lake Tai style rock, in the lower-left corner,
identifying the scene as an outdoor one, despite the carpet, table, and chair. As with the scene
of descending immortals from tomb one, one of the most striking aspects of this painting
and the one opposite it on the southern wall is the richly decorated and carefully depicted
textiles and hairstyles.
The presence of these very specific scenes alluding to Chinese culture and history, and
Tang court styles in particular, on the interior of the sarcophagi of Khitan royals from the
43
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early Liao dynasty raise more questions than they answer. The themes and the style of these
paintings make it likely that they were painted by artists trained at the Tang court, or one of
the southern courts of the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period, captured by the Liao
and brought into service to the royal family. As to what they signified, it may be that those
who commissioned the tombs had an affinity for southern Chinese culture that was not seen
as being at odds with identifying with Khitan culture. Wu Hung argues that the differences
in the types of paintings executed on the interior walls of the stone house in Baoshan tomb
two created a “feminine space” for the tomb occupant, surrounding the deceased lady with
stories of historically famous and cultured women.44 But I wonder what, exactly, constituted
a “feminine” space for a Liao noblewoman. As I noted above, Liao women were active
participants in important political and cultural activities, including hunting and warfare.
Indeed, instead of stories about famous women from Chinese history, horse culture and
shooting with a bow and arrow are explicitly depicted in paintings and alluded to in the choice
of funerary objects in the tombs of other elite Liao women from later periods, including the
Yemaotai tomb (ca. 959-986) and the Princess of the State of Chen’s tomb (1018). In the
Liao context, allusions to culturally significant activities, such as riding and shooting and the
wearing of Khitan-style clothing, seem to be essential markers of a feminine space, alongside
an appreciation for Chinese culture.
The Yemaotai Tomb and Princess of the State of Chen’s Tomb
Indeed, elite Liao women were educated and interested in Chinese literature, painting, and
calligraphy in addition to their well-known ability as horsewomen and, in the funerary context,
if Chinese cultural elements are present there is a balance between these and culturally pastoral
attributes, as Linda Cooke Johnson has shown.45 Because the Baoshan tombs were robbed
prior to excavation, it is impossible to know what objects may have been interred with the
deceased, although there is evidence that the corpses of both bodies wore metallic mesh suits,
typical of Khitan royal burials during the Liao dynasty, giving some indication that a balance
of Khitan and Chinese cultures were originally present in these tombs – something already
indicated by the Khitan-garbed attendants and detailed depictions of horses painted on the
brick walls of the tomb outside of the sarcophagi.46 Dating slightly later than the Baoshan
tombs, the Yemaotai tomb, which was not robbed, contains both Khitan and Chinese cultural
objects. Like the Baoshan tombs, Yemaotai and the Princess of Chen tombs were located in
the northern part of the Liao state. The deceased in the Yemaotai tomb was an older woman
clothed in Khitan-style garb including gold-embroidered boots; horse tack and weapons
were preserved in the tomb alongside porcelain vessels, books in Chinese, and Chinese-style
hanging scroll paintings.47 Although the deceased lacked a mesh suit and metallic mask, the
excavators nonetheless hypothesize that she was associated with the imperial family due to
44
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the fine quality of the textiles interred with the body.48 The presence of this diversity of
culturally specific objects seems to indicate an interest and fluency in Chinese language and
culture while maintaining a Khitan/pastoral identity in death via dress and objects such as
horse tack and weapons.
The Yemaotai tomb and the tomb of the Princess of Chen State, significantly both
undisturbed prior to excavation, are two excellent examples of elite Liao women buried
wearing Khitan dress. The woman entombed in Baoshan tomb two may also have been
wearing Khitan dress, as indicated by the remains of the mesh bodysuit found in the tomb,
but this is speculative since the tomb was looted. Although the female corpse in Yemaotai is
unidentified, there are similarities in terms of burial equipment and dress between this tomb
and the Princess of the State of Chen tomb. However, the Yemaotai occupant was an elderly
woman while the Princess of the State of Chen, the granddaughter of Liao emperor Jingzong
景宗 (Yelü Xian 耶律賢 r. 969-982), was only seventeen when she died in 1018. Although some
of the burial items are similar, if more elaborate in the royal tomb of the Princess of Chen, it
could be argued that the objects buried with the occupant in the Yemaotai tomb reflected the
occupant’s interests in life – as mentioned above, Chinese language books and hanging scroll
paintings were found alongside the more standard riding equipment and valuable ceramics. In
her short life, the Princess may not have had the opportunity to develop specific interests and
the fact that hers was a royal burial may have necessitated a more rigid adherence to protocol
regarding burial goods. Nonetheless, the similarities regarding the garments of the women
in each burial are striking.
In the case of Yemaotai, the tomb occupant wore ten distinct garments including a long
robe (changpao 長袍), short coat (duanao 短祆), skirt (qun 裙), trousers (ku 褲), leggings (taoku
套褲), a tall cap in the shape of a crown, embroidered gloves, and boots made of kesi 刻絲,
silk tapestry embroidered with gold thread.49 Unfortunately, color images of most of these
clothing items have not been published, although the excavation report gives details about
the patterns, textile types, and colors of the individual garments. The robe, for instance,
closed to the left and was made of a yellow-brown luo 羅 silk gauze with embroidered
patterns of dragons, phoenixes, immortals, and floral scrolls.50 Luo, or complex silk gauze,
was used in other Liao contexts, such as the skirt of an elite woman buried in the Tuerji shan
tomb, which was embroidered with pairs of phoenixes.51 In addition, embroidered complex
gauze, radiocarbon dated to the Liao period, has been well-studied and conserved in the
Abegg Stiftung – the same material appears to have been used to create a variety of garments
including trousers, large decorative bows, and a tall hat (fig. 4).52
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Figure 4. Headdress, silk gauze and tabby with gold thread
(gilded paper wrapped around a silk core) couching embroidery.
H. approx. 72 cm, circumference 63.5 cm.
Location and owner: Abegg-Stiftung, CH-3132 Riggisberg, Switzerland,
inv. no. 5250. Photo credit: © Abegg-Stiftung, CH-3132 Riggisberg.
*** (photo: Christoph von Viràg)

Black and white images of the tall hat in the Yemaotai excavation report show that
it is similar in style to other known Liao women’s hats and crowns, such as embroidered,
complex-gauze woman’s hat in the Abegg Stiftung (fig. 4) and the metal crown found with
the corpse of the Princess of the State of Chen.53 As we see in the fabric headdress in the
Abegg collection, (fig. 4) these hats and the crown have a tall rounded central cap with two
flaps on each side, elevated above the central cap. The Yemaotai corpse also wore an amber
and rock crystal necklace and had a variety of other jewelry and decorative objects made
of rock crystal, agate, gold, and silk.54 In addition, the corpse was covered by a kesi coverlet
embroidered with patterns of flaming jewels, water, mountains, and dragon patterns in gold
thread.55 As in several of the other elite tombs under consideration here, a set of horse tack
was also found in one of the side rooms of the tomb.56
Many similar items were found in the Princess of Chen State’s tomb, including the
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aforementioned horse tack (as in Yemaotai, found in a side chamber), but also an amber
necklace in addition to jewelry made of gold, silver, jade, pearls, and agate, as well as similar,
yet more elaborate clothing items.57 The Princess of Chen State’s tomb was a double burial
for the prince and princess; the princess died about a year after her husband and funerary
objects were thus included for both members of the royal couple. Both bodies wore clothing
under silver mesh burial suits. Their faces were covered in gold burial masks and each wore
a gilded silver crown and gilded silver boots. Unlike the Yemaotai occupant, whose clothing
might have been worn in life, the Princess of Chen State and her husband clearly wore objects
made for a specific burial context. The metallic boots made for burial took the form and
decoration of Liao kesi embroidered boots, such as those in Yemaotai, and were decorated
with a pattern of soaring phoenixes in what seems to be a metallic imitation of embroidery.
Both royal corpses also wore belts with useful articles hanging from them, a typical feature of
Khitan dress called a diexie 蹀躞belt, although this material evidence indicates that they were
worn by women as well as men, something not mentioned in texts, where they are described
as an attribute of men’s attire.58
Kulunqi and Xuanhua Tombs
None of the painted representations of Khitan women in the funerary context give exact
correspondences to the clothing items preserved in Yemaotai and the Princess of the State
of Chen’s tomb. In Kulunqi tombs one and two, also found in the northern part of the Liao
state, painted representations of both attendants and elite Khitan women are dressed for the
outdoors with very little to distinguish their status. They wear heavy-looking monochrome
robes that close to the left with a belt at the waist. Their feet are obscured beneath their robes,
their hands often hidden in their sleeves, and they wear either fur caps or black rounded caps
on their heads. We can only speculate on the layers of clothing under their heavy robes. The
represented figures are painted using a clear line to define the subjects, with great attention
paid to individual attributes and the horses and carts in the entourage. The burial vestments
of the occupant in Yemaotai and the Princess of Chen not only represent specific types
of wear appropriate for a burial context but if they reflect above-ground styles, they likely
correspond to the finest clothing worn in an elite setting, rather than the travel wear depicted
in the Kulunqi tombs. Alternatively, the Xuanhua tombs, in the southern part of the Liao
state, contain painted representations of a greater diversity of textiles within the dress
available to women in the southern Liao territories but do not represent Khitan clothing.
The style of these paintings also makes use of a clear calligraphic line, with attention paid to
individualizing features and attributes of the figures. Compared to the Kulunqi tombs, more
pigment has been preserved, lending a more colorful aspect to the figures. While the Kulunqi
figures are depicted in an outdoor setting, those in the Xuanhua tombs are depicted indoors,
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Sun, “The Discovery and Research,” 71-72.
Belts with useful objects hanging from them were used by a variety of groups in China, Central Asia, and the
Steppe from at least the second century BCE. For Liao diexie belts see Bunker and White, Adornment for Eternity,
164-168; Laursen, “Leaves That Sway,” 183.

54

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

with figures engaged in a variety of domestic tasks. Even more than in the Kulunqi tomb
paintings, great attention to detail has been paid to the vessels and furnishings of the scenes
in the Xuanhua tombs.
While Khitan dress is not depicted in Xuanhua, Khitan women are represented in the
depictions of servants as hairstyle was used as an indicator of ethnicity during the Liao
period. However, the women in the Xuanhua tombs, servants and elites alike, are clothed in
something closer to Song-style dress than Khitan clothing. For example, in a scene of tea
preparation from the tomb of Zhang Kuangzheng 張匡正 (d. 1058, cremated 1093), Xuanhua
tomb M10, the female servants are depicted with a distinctive hairstyle of three topknots
tied with bows, which likely indicates a Khitan hairstyle. They also wear long narrow skirts
topped by jackets closing to the right, a style of dress current in Song China, as indicated by
depictions of women in contemporaneous tombs such as Zhao Daweng’s 趙大翁 tomb in
Baisha, Henan (1099 CE).59 Their skirts are either pleated, or perhaps striped in the style of
Tang dynasty court women in the seventh century, such as those depicted in the tomb of
Princess Xincheng 新城(663 CE) – not a style current in the northern part of Liao territory.
In Zhao Daweng’s tomb, the female occupant may be wearing a skirt or apron that is striped
or pleated, so it is possible that vertical stripes or pleats had made a comeback by the second
half of the Northern Song dynasty.60 As with other cultural practices indicated in the Xuanhua
tombs, such as the use of manikins and cremation to mediate between Confucian, Daoist,
and Buddhist funerary rituals, the wearing of striped skirts harking back to early Tang styles
might have been something unique to residents in the southern Liao territories.
Women in the Xuanhua tombs are consistently depicted in similar types of clothing
– narrow skirts with waist-length jackets that close to the right (fig. 5). The only indication
of Khitan or Han origin is in their hairstyles, which range from the topknots of the Khitan
women to something approximating a large chignon, sometimes with hair ornaments, or
partially covered by a head covering, for the Han women, reflecting contemporaneous
tastes in clothing and hair in the Song dynasty. This contrasts with the depictions of women
wearing Han style clothing in northern Khitan tombs, such as those painted in Baoshan
tombs one and two, who adhere to Tang dynasty court beauty types rather than referencing
styles current in the Song dynasty. This is not only the case for depictions of historical
beauties from Chinese history – in Kulunqi tomb six, for example, female musicians with
Tang style dress and hairstyles adorn the wall above the tomb’s entryway (fig. 6). Their sleeves
are overlong and flowing and their hair, in an elaborate coiffeur resembling butterfly wings,
is adorned with several ornaments similar in style to those depicted in the Baoshan tombs.
In other words, women dressed in “Han” style in northern Liao tombs are represented in
the archaic mode of the Tang dynasty, while those in the southern Liao tombs echo current
fashions of the Song dynasty. This might signal that while the Han residents of southern
Liao territory felt a continued cultural affinity with their Song neighbors, keeping up with
59
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Xu, Zhongguo chutu bihua Vol. 5, 143-147.
Chen, Empire of Style, 88, fig. 3.5; Xu, Zhongguo chutu bihua Vol. 5, 143 fig. 135.
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contemporaneous clothing styles worn in China, the Khitan elite in the north were more
interested in referencing and evoking the legacy of the Tang dynasty in a historicizing way
rather than engaging with the current Song practices.

Figure 5. Preparing Tea, Liao dynasty (1093 CE), H. 152 cm, w. 181 cm.
Unearthed from Zhang Kuangzheng’s tomb (M10) at Xiabali, Xuanhua,
Hebei, in 1993. Preserved on the original site.

After Xu Guangji, Zhongguo chu tu bi hua quan ji, vol. 1, fig. 135.

Figure 6. Musicians (Replica), Liao dynasty (907–1125 CE),
tomb M6 at Qianwulibugecun in Nailingagongshe, Kulunqi, Inner Mongolia.
After Xu Guangji, Zhongguo chu tu bi hua quan ji, vol. 3, fig. 200.
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Conclusion
Based on the evidence available, it seems reasonable to conclude that elite Khitan women,
especially those related to the royal family and living in the northern part of Liao territory,
consistently wore Khitan dress, even while their husbands and the emperor may have dressed
in Tang/Song-style. This stands in contrast to the dress of elite women who lived within
the Chinese cultural sphere in earlier periods, who tended to adopt Chinese-style dress in
certain formal contexts. In the funerary context as well as the courtly context, elite Liao
women appear to have maintained strong connections to their Khitan pastoral identity while
often showcasing their knowledge and understanding of southern Chinese culture and, in
particular, cultural materials related to the Tang dynasty. We know from travel accounts that
Khitan dress in the Liao court was striking to visitors and must have conveyed an important
message about the maintenance of this core of Khitan identity, even when the court was
otherwise engaged in Chinese-style rituals. In contrast, elite Han women living in southern
Liao territory, dressing in Song dynasty style, expressed their identity using a different sort
of cultural fusion than we see with elite Khitan women. Servant women I have identified as
Khitan, based on their hairstyles, also wore this Song-style dress in the southern Liao, more in
keeping with the practice of women wearing Chinese-style dress observed in earlier centuries.
The choice to dress in Khitan clothing seems to have been available to elite women living
in the Liao dynasty, not universally to Khitan women, as servants in southern Liao territory
wore Song-style clothing. The act of dressing in Khitan-style dress, therefore, seems to have
been connected to the high social status and political power afforded to the elite women of
the dynasty, something not available to Khitan women of lower social status, or not desired
by those identifying as Han. The fact that elite Khitan women continued to wear Khitan-style
dress, even while the emperor and his attendants adopted the garb of the Chinese court,
would set an important precedent for the later Mongol-ruled Yuan dynasty (ca. 1279-1368).
In the Yuan, Mongol dress would be the dress of power for men and women, especially in a
courtly setting, with Chinese dress demoted to definite second-class status. The practice of
dressing in a definitively nomadic style, expanded and codified by the Mongols while ruling
over China, can thus be traced to the precedent set by the elite women of the Liao court.
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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
artworks from Tuyuhun-Tubo (Tibetan) tombs, dated to the 7th-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
briefly discussed a group of silk textiles, possibly from Qinghai or Sichuan, that
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
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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
Between the 7th and 9th centuries, the Tubo (Tibetan) people established a large empire that
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
of the main Silk Road (map 1). Some of these objects might have been produced for the
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

I presented the reconstruction of this fragment in 2018 at the British Museum Mellon Symposium “Textile
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,
exhibited in 2017 and again in 2019, suggests the consumption of luxurious textiles among
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
has recently received a significant grant from the Henry Luce Foundation/American
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
reconstruct the textile entanglement between Gansu to Sichuan and clarifies whether the
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 (Silver Treasures
of the Orient), Boris Marshak referred to them as “late baroque Sasanian-style” objects.3
The Sasanians who ruled the last pre-Islamic Iranian empire (224-651 CE) are generally
and simplistically referred to as the original creators of a specific zoomorphic iconography
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 新唐書 (New History of the Tang)
composed in 1060, the last Sasanian ruler, Peroz III (636-639), and his son Narseh fled to
China and asked for Tang (618-907) support against the Arab invasion.4 In 751, the Tang army
was eventually defeated by the Arab Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258), supported by Türkic and
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,
distinguished textiles from Xinjiang into Sasanian and Central Asian, or more specifically,
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 2006.7
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.8
3
4

5
6

7
8

Marshak, Silberschätze des Orients, 62, 298-304.
Daryaee, Sasanian Persia, 37-38, 237; Compareti, “The Last Sasanians in China,” 211; Daffinà, “La Persia
sassanide secondo,” 139; Chavannes, Documents sur les Tou-kiue (Turc), 173-4.
Bai, Zhingguo Huihui Minzu Shi, 224-225.
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But the textile trade and circulation between Gansu, Xinjiang, and Sichuan, or Central
Asia and Sichuan across the Himalayas, mediated by people of different origins, including
nomadic groups, who contributed to the development of (Han) Chinese aesthetics during
the Tang period (618-907), has not yet been discussed.9 The fragment that I present in this
paper is part of a larger group of textile items held in the China National Silk Museum
and the Abegg Stiftung and exemplifies the processes of acculturation and identity through
“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
identified as Turan, the opposite spatial unit of Iran, or Iranshahar, the land between the Oxus
River (Amu Darya) to the East and the Euphrates River to the West.
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 As argued by Gherardo Gnoli, it was the Sasanians that clearly defined
the borders of Iranshahar to fit their agenda.11 By the Sasanian period, the Zoroastrian sacred
centers had already been moved from Central Asia (as described in the religious texts, Avesta)
to the western parts of the Iranian plateau.12 Thus, in the Iranian epic poem Shahnameh (The
Book of Kings), written by Ferdowsi between 977 and 1010, Turan, initially included in the
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
scholars of Tibetan studies have long ago pointed to its Iranian origin and identified some
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 (Shenrab), which was
recorded in a 9th-century edition, was originally compiled in Aramaic in Elam (Iran) and
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 (Tagzig) and
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
10
11
12
13
14
15
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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.
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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
damaged, thick, rectangular, silk piece, measuring 68 x 52 centimeters, woven as a weft-faced
compound 1/2 S-twill, with Z-twist warps, and with eight weft colors throughout, which is
the highest number documented to date, dated to between the 8th and mid-9th centuries. A
weft-faced textile is made with a main warp, a binding warp, and a weft composed of two or
more series of threads that can be ended in tabby (also known as taqueté) or twill (also known
as samite). The top edge has open stitches, which suggest a seam. It has about a quarter of
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
(fig.1). I reconstructed the missing portions and the overall design by measuring every graphic
element and comparing these with other similar fragments in the same collection and in other
institutions that I had previously analyzed (fig. 2).

Figure 1. Textile fragment. Possibly from Qinghai,
Sichuan, or Central Asia. 8th – mid 9th cent. Silk. Weftfaced S-twill. 68 x 52 cm. Courtesy of China National
Silk Museum, Hangzhou (#2011.57.4).

Figure 2. Measuring of one of the
roundels on the textile fragment
#2011.57.4 in the China National Silk
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 (royal ribbon) and a necklace with three medallions held in the
beak. Above these two, two other almost-half roundels are visible, enclosing the feet and
wings of different birds facing left (fig. 3).

Figure 3. Textile fragment featuring a row of two lobed roundels enclosing a duck facing right with pativia
and suggested measurements of the missing roundel(s) by author. Possibly from Qinghai, Sichuan, or
Central Asia. 8th – mid 9th cent. Silk. Weft-faced S-twill. Courtesy of China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou (#2013.16.3) Measuraments and reconstruction (two possible birds facing left) by author.

This fragment (# 2013.16.3) (a) is almost identical to others discovered in Dulan, Qinghai,
which together compose a complete image (# QK001859) (b). Both are 1:2 weft-faced S-twill
compounds with Z-twisted dark brown warps and have a selvage of 2.5 centimeters. The
overall size of the first roundel on sample a is 28.5 (weft direction) x 34 (warp direction)
centimeters. In comparison, the second roundel measures 31 (weft direction) x 34 (warp
direction) centimeters. The roundel reconstructed on b is 34.5 (weft direction) x 21 (warp
direction) centimeters. Like other textiles from the Qinghai-Sichuanese area, these samples
occasionally have wefts floating on the back (fig. 4).17 But, more important for reconstructing
the panel fragment in Hangzhou were a few other fragments held in the Abegg Stiftung,
mostly dated to between the 8th and 9th centuries. On one of those, mirrored ducks enclosed
in smaller medallions with a flower at every cardinal point appear as the secondary motifs
17

Zhao, “Weaving Methods for Western-style Samit,” 197-198. According to Zhao the motif also includes lions,
tigers, horses, and flower.
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that accompany larger, lobed roundels framing a pair of mirrored, standing lions, and two
mirrored, running wild donkeys underneath them (fig. 5 a, b). Each lobe of these roundels
encloses a different animal. Both these elements and the overall structure, which suggest a
unique style, recall the piece in Hangzhou.

Figure 4. Floating wefts on the back of fragment #2013.16.3 with ducks in the
China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou. Photo by author.

Figure 5 a (verso on the left) and b (recto on the right). Textile fragment featuring standing
lions on running donkeys or horses enclosed in lobed medallions with animals.
External medallions with a blossom, enclosing a (mirrored) duck. Floating wefts on the
back and Tibetan inscription. 8th – 9th cent. Silk. Weft-faced S1/2 –twill.
Location and Owner: Abegg-Stiftung, CH -3132 Riggisberg, inv. No. 4864 a.
Photo credits: © Abegg-Stiftung, CH -3132 Riggisberg, 1997 (photo: Christoph von Viràg).
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Based on the material analyzed at that time, I traced the patterns on acetate sheets using
different colors and added the missing parts with a black marker (fig. 6). The first roundel on
the right frames a half body of an animal decorated with vertical weave motifs that recalled the
striped body of the tigers repeated on a red fragment in the Abegg Stiftung (#4865a). Instead,
the central roundel has two animals; a running wild donkey (which I had initially identified
as a galloping horse) at the bottom, facing left, and what looked like a Himalayan blue sheep
above it, facing right. The left roundel featured what I believed looked like a saiga antelope
with a necklace. The top left mid-size roundel on the fragment (which was made of a band
with overlapped leaves that I will discuss later) showed only the hoofs of an animal facing left,
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
image, likely another animal. By considering several textile fragments, generally identified as
Sogdian or Sasanian (meaning Central Asian or Iranian), featuring stags, deer, and antelopes
with identical feet, I decided to reconstruct the missing animals as stags.

Figure 6. Graphic reconstruction of textile fragment #2011.57.4 on acetate sheet in the
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
this reason, I modified the 15 roundels to make them uneven, and I forced another roundel
into the pattern. Eventually, I also considered other fragments with similar compositions for
the final reconstruction, and I added two more roundels (for a total of 18 roundels). But the
motif in the large central medallion was still undetermined. It had to be of significant visual
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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
another fragment in the Abegg Stiftung (#4864 a), and a stag featuring unique antlers made
with small crescents, perhaps an elk (Or red deer) wearing a necklace with three medallions
from a fragment in the China National Silk Museum (#2011.15.3). Both of these animals
were considered regal among Central Asian people; however, these two, as designed on these
fragments, appeared unique (fig. 7).

Figure 7. Complete graphic reconstruction of textile fragment #2011.57.4 in the
China National Silk Museum, Hangzhou, with a central medallion made of 18 beaded
roundels and two different animals proposed by the author as possible central motifs
(mirrored lions and running donkeys, or mirrored crescent-antlers stags). The entire
composition was supposed to be made of four separate panels of 80 cm each, including
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
of a large panel composed of four pieces, measuring about 80 centimeters each, for a total
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.18 Using a vertical loom, the weavers could also produce the floating wefts on the
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”
repeats in the warp direction. Since this loom (which was not a mechanical engine as used
today) lacked a patterning program, the weaver could only proceed following a “pick-up
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
straight sequence (1234...1234...) (fig. 8).19

Figure 8. Weft-faced loom with cord-lash system, pattern pick-up on simples with lashes.
In Zhao Feng. “Weaving Methods,” 209.

In 2017, I eventually discovered that the fragment I had analyzed in Hangzhou in 2014
was identical to a section of a textile panel now held in Switzerland (#5682) that includes a
fragmented plain fabric at the top and polychromatic trim at the bottom edge.20 Unlike my
18
19
20

Zhao, “Weaving Methods for Western-style Samit,” 204-205.
Zhao, “Weaving Methods for Western-style Samit,” 206-207.
The Abegg Stiftung displayed some of their new acquisitions in the exhibition “Material Tracing: Conserving
and Exploring Textiles,” from April 20 to November 12, 2017, including the panel. I discussed it in Transcending
Patterns, 86-90.

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

71

reconstruction, the original panel in Switzerland showed only the giant central medallion
framed by 20 small beaded roundels (or pearl medallions) and petals and a little more than
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
Sasanian-style tree of life, like the type carved in Taq-e Bostan (fig. 9). Surprisingly, the animal
was one of the two types I had selected as a central (mirrored) motif for my reconstruction.
Like a central axis, the tree divides the composition into two mirrored parts and suggests that
the loom’s width comprises only one pattern.

Figure 9. Drawing by author of the textile panel held in the Abegg Stiftung (#5682) measuring
175x181 cm followed by the fragment held in the China National Silk Museum (#2011.57.4).

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
two different flowers. The composition, as it stands, can only be compared to a blue and white
double-face fragment in the National Museum of Iran in Tehran (fig. 10). This fragment,
likely from the 10th or 11th century, shows a row of double medallions enclosing two seated
mirrored griffins in front of a central (palm) tree. There are 16 double-beaded roundels
between the two medallions, each framing an animal, except for the two roundels at the top
and bottom on the central axis that enclose a star-flower. Interestingly, secondary motifs are
21

Regarding the definition of the beaded roundel motif as “pearl medallion or roundel” see Melikian-Chirvani,
“Parand and Parniyānd Identified.”
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smaller medallions enclosing a flower, with a small blossom at each cardinal point, similar
to those graphic elements on some of the fragments in the Abegg Stiftung, enclosing ducks
(or bulls) (fig. 5a).

Figure 10. Textile fragment featuring double beaded medallions enclosing roundels with
animals and mirrored griffins against a tree at the center. Secondary motifs are roundels with small
blossoms at each cardinal point, enclosing a star-flower. 10th-11th cent. Silk. Double-face.
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
80 centimeters each, with a perfect medallion at the center. The panel in the Abegg Stiftung,
instead, is woven as a single piece of 181 (length) x 175 (width) centimeters (instead of 160
centimeters like the total width of the two central panels, according to my reconstruction).
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 锦
jin, which were made in warp-faced and weft-faced structures. The latter generally were 190216 centimeters in length and 95-107 centimeters in width. However, a few documents also
mention a type of textile called 大锦da jin, meaning “large jin,” which differed from the 中锦
zhong jin (medium jin) that measured 230 x 110 centimeters.22 The da jin, measured by the pi 匹
(length) in Dunhuang and by the zhang 张 (piece) in Turfan, was likely larger than the zhong jin.
22

Zhao and Wang, “Glossary of Textile Terminology,” 369.
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The documents, however, do not specifically explain the patterns and motifs woven on these
textiles, but we know that textiles referred to as Central Asian were classified as 番锦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
twisted clockwise (S) and Central Asian if it was twisted counterclockwise (Z).

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
or, more specifically, between Sogdiana and Gansu. Although some of the motifs appear very
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
But with the rise of the Tibetans in western China in the 7th 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
(a Central Asian region between the north of the Hindukush and the south of the Oxus
River) and acted as their translators in China. Historical records demonstrate a certain level
of Chinese acculturation and the use of the Chinese writing system.26 Recent excavations in
Gansu, Qinghai, and Xinjiang, have brought to life well-preserved tombs of later Tuyunhun
and early Tibetan royal families, containing luxurious items, including metalwork, textiles, and
also documents in an unknown language written with Chinese characters.27
It is likely that the Tuyuhun directly imported textile material from both Central (or
South) Asia and China. As it is seen in the famous painting Bunian Tu 步辇图 (Emperor Taizong
23
24
25

26

27

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.”
Xu, “The Discovery, Excavation, and Study,” 273-274; Étienne de la Vaissière. “Is There a ‘Nationality of the
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 閻立本 (600-673), the Tibetans were
already accustomed to Central Asian textiles at the rise of their empire. The scroll illustrates
the Tibetan ambassador (or perhaps a Türk or a Tuyuhun?) wearing a robe made of two types
of textiles: a red ground featuring ducks in roundels, like the type discussed above, and arches
enclosing various animals on a beige-yellow ground (fig. 11). A cloak made of this latter
type, R-14 dated to the 7th century, now in the Abegg Stiftung, was displayed in Dunhuang in
2019.28 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
(perhaps a hanging) into an outfit. The custom of inscribing textiles with ink was not unusual.
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 [步辇图 Bunian Tu] by Yan Liben 閻立本 (600-673).
7th cent. Palace Museum Beijing. Public domain. Source: Wikepedia.

28

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 (6th-9th Century) organized in Dunhuang from October 17-21, 2019.
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,
they are more naturalistic and combined with floral motifs typical of Tang art. The inclusion
of animals into beaded roundels or lobes composing larger medallions, accompanied by
other floral elements, suggests iconographic advancement in weaving weft-faced compounds
in the post-Sasanian period.
Among the various animals represented on the panel, the duck with (or without) 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
of one of the so-called Sasanian ambassadors in Afrasyab, Sogdiana, both dated to the 7th
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
(#1951.88) (fig. 12). The piece, which recalls those from Qinghai, shows two-lobed roundels
enclosing ducks facing left. Above these two, there is a horizontal band with a sequence
of overlapped leaves; a motif identical to an 8th-9th century band with a Pahlavi inscription
mentioning the Iranian title “the Great, King of Kings” woven on the back, discovered in
Dulan (#QK001858).31 The same leaf motif also appears on the roundel border at the corner
of the panel in the Abegg Stiftung. In the 8th century, single or mirrored ducks enclosed in
beaded or lobed roundels were still considered auspicious and royal motifs. A set of perfectly
preserved silk weft-faced twill items (coat, sleeveless garment, boots, and trousers), featuring
beaded roundels enclosing two facing ducks and lined with Chinese silk twill damask, most
likely composed a princely outfit.32 But lobed roundels enclosing ducks also appear depicted
on the pillow of the Buddha in parinirvana in Mogao Cave 158 dated to the mid-Tang period
(781-848), when Dunhuang fell to the Tibetans. The Tibetan emperor, leading the rulers
30

31

32

More information can be found in the online exhibition, The Sogdians: Influencers on the Silk Road by the Freer and
Sackler Galleries. A section on textiles is forthcoming. https://sogdians.si.edu/.
More information regarding this band has been published in Zhao “Weaving Methods,” 199; Xu “The
Discovery, Excavation, and Study,” 285; and Zhao “Silk in the Sui, Tang and Five Dynasties,” 219.
Mackie, Symbols of Power, 65-69. The coat and trousers are held in the Cleveland Museum of Art (# 1996.2.1;
1996.2.2); the sleeveless garment is part of the Pritzker collection; and the boots in the Hirayama Ikuo Silk
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
reconstructed the patterns of each item and confirmed that they were all created from the same silk piece. The
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
(supposing that the textile was larger and included 11 rows of 6 roundels), accessed August 18, 2021, https://
www.clevelandart.org/events/virtual-events/Degenfelder-Lecture-Chinese-Textiles-from-the-Silk-Road.

76

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

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
with overlapped leaves. 7th cent. Silk. Weft-faced twill. 8.3 x 114 cm. Possibly from Iran. The
Cleveland Museum of Art (#1951.88). Creative Common License.

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.
They appear on a significant number of fragments from the Tarim Basin and those discussed
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
and Trans Himalayan areas (fig. 13 a, b). The composition, thus, denotes a local iconographic
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
the wall collapsed or was vandalized in 1970s. In a black and white image of the painting, taken by the French
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
Francisco (April 28, 2018), accessed August 26, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OQI-uO_DA6A.
I have found a saddle, a quiver, and a pair of ribbons embroidered with this motif in three private collections
worldwide. These pieces are of unknown origin; however, the first was allegedly stored in a temple in Nepal.
Analysis will be undertaken next year, and the results presented in a future publication.
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on a few pieces of garments from the same period (fig. 14). As suggested by Mario Bussagli,
they might have been associated with “hunting magic” as an expression of a single force or
power.35 In Tibetan culture, both stags and birds (of various species) are primarily guardians
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,
Himalayas. Photo by author (2014).

Figure 14. Drawing by author of a cape in the Abegg Stiftung, Riggisberg, Switzerland
(#5405/5409), dated to the 8th – 9th cent., featuring large medallions enclosing two mirrored stags
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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Still, the animal with reins is an unusual image that I had identified as a female saiga
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
Asia. However, one can spot these camels on some of the Tibetan coffins from Qinghai that
depict royal hunts and banqueting scenes, including various animals (i.e., yaks, antelopes,
donkeys, and a tiger with “weaving” stripes).37
Although neither lions nor elephants are native of Tibet, they appeared in 8th-9th
century Tibetan art due to exchanges with neighboring countries.38 In one of the earliest
steles found in Central Tibet dated to the 8th century, these two animals appear together.
Their combination might be due to the spread of Buddhism; the lion was the symbol of
Shakyamuni’s clan, the Shakya, and the (white) elephant was the ultimate incarnation of the
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
on Nepalese coins dated to the 7th-8th century. However, a green weft-faced twill fragment
featuring beaded roundels enclosing two very similar confronting elephants, now held in the
Xi’an Tang Market Museum, would confirm the acquisition of this motif (fig. 15).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
floor of the Maon Synagogue at Nirim in Jerusalem. The remaining mosaics show similar
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.

37
38
39

40

Heller, “Observations on Painted Coffin Panels.”
Heller, “Lions and Elephants in Tibet,” 55, 57.
A large blue textile with rows of elephants walking in opposite directions has been found in 2018 in one of
the Tuyuhun tombs in Chashan Village, Tianzhu (Tibetan autonomous county), Gansu. The tomb belongs to
Murongzhi (650-691), who was the third son of Nuohubo, the last ruler of the Tuyuhun Kingdom. The textile,
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
(northeastern Iran, Afghanistan and south Central Asia).
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Figure 15. Detail of a textile fragment with a beaded roundel enclosed
two confronting elephants. 7th -10th cent. Silk. Weft-faced twill.
Courtesy of Xi’an Tang Dynasty Market Museum.

But a more relevant and coeval comparison can be traced with the coeval image of a
ruler portrayed at Dokhtar-e-Noshirwan, Nigar, Afghanistan, dated to the 8th century (fig.
16). The figure, seated on a throne with two horse protomes, wears a crown made with
wings and ram horns. The halo behind him is surrounded by various animals, among which
there are also two elephants at the bottom. This figure has been interpreted as the Iranian
god Bahman (Vohu Manah in the Avesta), the supreme being Ahura Mazda, or the protector
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 (ruler)’s tent
was identified as the khagan 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
I discuss below, might have represented the ruler (of the Tibetans). A similar analogy can be
drawn between the arcade system with niches enclosing divinities behind the ruler at Nigar
(also seen in Sogdian art) and the beaded arches with animals on the beige-yellow cloak in
the Abegg.43

41

42
43

Mode, “The Great God of Dokhtar-e Noshirwān”; Farridnejad, Die Sprache der Bilder, 79; Klimburg-Salter,
“Dokhtar-i-Noshirwan (Nigar),” 363-366.
Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 124-125.
Mode, “The Great God of Dokhtar-e Noshirwān, 480-481.
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Figure 16. Drawing of a 8th cent.- painting in Dokhtar-e-Noshirwān,
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, 79, Fig. 4.

Although the iconographic meaning of the overall composition on the panel would
require further research, one can assume that it carried specific symbology, which was
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
silver circle with griffin heads around a triangle, dated to the 1st-2nd cent. CE, in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art, NY (#1989.281.35).
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Triangular variations associated with animals (such as the three-hare circle) also appeared in
the Dunhuang caves around the 6th century.47 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
a nomadic tent (fig. 17). According to the analysis undertaken by the Abegg Stiftung, gilded
silver plaques (also exhibited in Dunhuang) featuring various birds or mythological flying
creatures were attached to some of these textiles, including the cloak mentioned above.48
These pieces, as organized together, might have composed the interior of a large tent used for
banqueting and great assemblies, similar to those still used in Central Asia today (fig. 18 a, b).
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,
Dizaboulos (İstemi), where a Byzantine envoy was received. The first, which was constructed
on two wheels, had the interior decorated with simple silk draperies of different colors, the
second, also decorated with silk draperies featuring various figures, gathered gold objects
(such as urns, basins, and jars) at the center, and the third one, which was supported by
columns with gilded timbers, included a gold seat supported by four gold peacocks.50 These
tents were also called “Hundred men tents,” a term used to describe Xiongnu tents in the past
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.

47

48
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Examples of three-hare in circle forming a triangle with their ears appear on the ceilings of sveral Dunhuang
caves. Gasparini, Transcending Patterns, 158.
See note 28. Still, similar plaques have appeared on the art market. See the exhibition “Textile Splendor of the
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, 227-228.
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Figure 17. Panels as might have been assembled in a tent. Drawing by author.

Figure 18 a (left), b (right). Tent along the Karakorum Highway (from Kashgar to Tashkurgan).
Exterior (a): cotton, felt, and sheep skin. Interior (b): Woolen rugs and textile panels. Xinjiang,
China. Photos by author (2014).

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
mound, which has been identified as a sanctuary, and a lower mound as the actual tomb
containing remains of horses, sheep, and yaks.52 Also, on wooden coffins excavated in Qinghai,
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

Heller, “Observations on Painted Coffin Panels,” 147-148, note 3.
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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
depicted, and the variety of animals and people (including foreigners) on the coffins recall
earlier Sino-Sogdian funerary panels from Central China. As Amy Heller has pointed out, it
is not easy to define the degree to which the Sogdians, Chinese, or Türks influenced these
funerary narrative representations.54 Without a doubt, textiles and gilded, cast, and repoussé
metalwork (generally identified as Central Asian) discovered in Qinghai tombs and caves
suggest that they were highly appreciated among the Tibetans.55 The Old Tibetan Annals, found
in Mogao Cave 17, Dunhuang, do not make any mention of burial practices but refer to the
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.57 As recorded in Chinese
sources, Tibetans presented gold and silver objects to the Tang court between the 7th and
9th centuries.58 The different metalsmithing techniques suggest different provenances, but,
similar to some of the textile fragments mentioned in this paper, several pieces of metalwork
bear Tibetan inscriptions, which generally refer to the objects’ owner(s) and weight (fig. 19).

Figure 19. Gilded silver set (cup, vase, and rhyton) featuring felines, birds, stags, grapevines and other
floral motifs. The cup carries a Tibetan inscription. 8th cent. Central Asia or Tibet.
The Cleveland Museum of Art (#1988.67.1). Creative Common License.
53
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Andrews, Felt Tents and Pavilions, 125.
Heller, “Observations on Painted Coffin Panels,” 187-189.
Heller, “Tibetan Inscriptions on Ancient Silver and Gold Vessels and Artefacts.”
Heller, “Tibetan Inscriptions on Ancient Silver and Gold Vessels and Artefacts,” 263.
Marshak, 33 Plate, 80-83.
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 -7th century, and in the mourning
scene depicted in Dunhuang cave 158, previously mentioned. As reported by Peter Alford
Andrews, in the Zhou Shu 周书 (Book of Zhou), completed in the 7th century, when someone
of the Oghuz Türks died, the body was laid in the tent while children, grandchildren, and
relatives sacrificed sheep and horses in front of it. Then they rode their horses around the
tent seven times and slashed their faces each time they came to the opposite side of the tent’s
entrance.59 After this first ritual, they chose a day and burned all the deceased’s belongings
(including the tent). Then they dug a grave and buried the ashes. In the 7th century, after the
fall of the first Türkic khaganate, however, the funerary custom of cremation was changed
to burial.60 The Qinghai coffins, thus, visually exemplify multiple nomadic traditions that
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
sacrifice to ensure a good transition to the afterlife.
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
in the area since antiquity. A recent excavation in Laoguanshan, Tianhhui, has confirmed
the use of patterning looms for weaving warp-faced compounds in the Han period (202
BCE -220 CE).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
and one weft. However, by the 8th 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
at the edges of the Qinghai-Tibetan plateau. Nonetheless, as suggested by Sato Hisashī, an
exterior route from Kokonor to Lhasa might have been used in the Tang period (map 2).62
The primary iconographic elements of this material seem to have crossed the Himalayas from
Central Asia and been modified along the way. The new compositions appear to have been
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
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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.
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Conclusion
The material recently excavated in Qinghai or that has appeared on the art market (likely from
the same area) requires further analysis to understand the complexity of early Tibetan society
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
over the centuries, makes it challenging to determine specific cultural models among people
of different origins. However, a technical and iconographical analysis, such as the one
presented in this paper, can help to confirm historical records and, thus, identify the cultural
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
depicted on the coffins from Qinghai confirms that some of those on the panels were
representations of indigenous animal species, such as yaks (bulls, oxen), donkeys, and tigers,
(some of which might be extinct) that were also sacrificed for funerary purposes.
Between the 8th 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
ancient Bactria (today’s Afghanistan or Pakistan), in the land of the Turanians, at the border
of the Iranshahar, where Türko-Iranian models had been assimilated and adapted during the
Sasanian period. The Tibetans rose in a transition period between the fall of the first and the
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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Silk and Cotton Textiles, the Principal Maritime Trade
Commodities of Ancient India
Duraiswamy DAYALAN

India has had a rich and diverse textile tradition since the 3rd millennium BCE.
The origin of Indian textiles can be traced back to the Harappan period. Owing
to the hot and humid climate in most parts of India, cotton has remained India’s
favourite choice of fabric for normal use. Thus, India is supposed to be the
first nation to have grown, woven, and patterned cotton fabrics. Moreover,
India is one of the leading cotton-growing countries in the world. The earliest
occurrence of cotton thread in India is roughly datable to 4000 BCE and of
dyed fabrics to about 2500 BCE. Large numbers of needles and spindle-whorls
found in Harappa and other early historic sites in India reveal the prosperous
state of textile production and its trade in the early period. The textile producers
used a wide range of skills to process raw materials and make regionally
idiosyncratic dyes, weaves, prints, and embroideries. Additionally, the silk from
wild indigenous forms of silkworms was known in the Indian sub-continent
roughly contemporary with the earliest clear archaeological evidence for silk
in China. The analysis of thread fragments found inside a copper bangle and
ornament from Harappa and steatite beads from Chanhu-daro, have yielded silk
fibers dating to 2500–2000 BCE. Apart from other products, cotton and silk
textiles were important export materials from India right from the Harappan
period. Actually, the sea-borne trade had played an important role in the
economic growth and prosperity of the Harappan civilization. Several ancient
seaports in the entire coastline of India played a vital role in the maritime trade
during the Harappan period and cotton and silk textiles of Indian origin have
been found in various countries. The contemporary writings and epigraphy
have also attested to the vast maritime trade network of India and the export
of textile materials. The paper discusses in detail the origin and development
Duraiswamy DAYALAN is the director of Archaeological Survey of India.
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of cotton and silk textile production in India through the ages and its role in
maritime trade networks.
Key Words: Cotton; Silk; Textile; Maritime Trade; Harappan; seaport

Introduction
India lies in geographical proximity to important maritime trade routes which has given a
natural advantage to the country’s seafaring activities from an early period. India features a
long stretch of 7500-km coastline, including the coastlines of the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands within the Bay of Bengal and the Lakshadweep Islands within the Arabian Sea,
which is known for its seaports located at river mouths or outlets to the sea. The river
deltas of India are favourable for navigation and therefore the distributaries related to
estuarine mouths naturally led to the subsistence of many ports. A large number of ports
developed in the sheltered water bodies provided by the large lagoons and lakes. Several
ports of peninsular India are guarded by bars and spits, which provide much-desired
natural breakwaters for safe anchorages. The coastal length of about 5422.6 km of the
Indian mainland (except the Andaman and Nicobar Islands and Lakshadweep Islands)
is bounded by the Arabian Sea in the west, the Bay of Bengal in the east, and the Indian
Ocean in the south.

Maritime Trade Centres of Harappan Civilization
The maritime activities of India have a long history. In fact, sea-borne trade played a
significant role in the growth and expansion of the economy of the Harappan civilization
(3rd millennium BCE), one of the oldest civilizations in the world. There was an extensive
maritime trade network between the Harappan and Mesopotamian civilizations as early as
the 3rd millennium BCE. The seals and sealings, weights, beads, ivory items, pottery, and
many other objects of Harappan make or having obvious Harappan influence are traceable
in Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, and Central Asia. The Harappans
constructed many big and small seaports and dockyards at Lothal, Dholavira, and Bhagatrav
in India and at Sutkagendor, Mehgam, Shikarpur, and Sokhta Koh (also known as Sotka
Koh) in Pakistan for maritime trade activities.1 The port town of Lothal, located at the head
of the Gulf of Khambhat, Gujarat, was the first high-tide dock in the world constructed for
berthing and servicing ships.

1

Dayalan, “Ancient Seaports.”
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Maritime Trade Network of Harappan People
The Harappan civilization was mentioned as Meluhha in Sumerian literature. The mention
of ‘Meluhha’ is made for the first time in the cuneiform inscriptions of the Early Dynastic
Period of the mid-third millennium BCE.2 Sargon of Akkad, also known as Sargon the Great
(2334–2284 BCE), the ruler of the Akkadian Empire of Mesopotamia, referred to the ships
of Meluhha, Magan, and Dilmun that came up to Akkad (Agade). The Harappans had wide
contact with Barbar (Bahrain), Umm-an-Nar, Ras al Jinz, Tell Asmar, Dilmun (Bahrain), Ur,
Susa, Logas (in Mesopotamia), Kish, Lagash, Tall Abraq, Hili, Wadi Suq, Ras al-Hamra, Ras
al-Hadd, Ras al-Jinz, as-Suwayh, Nippur, Tepa Garwa, Tell Djokha (Umma), Ashur, Ras-alQala (Bahrain), Rosal Junyaj, and other places.3 Seals of Harappan style are found at Ur (Iraq),
Lagash (Iraq), Susa (Iran), Tell Asmar (Iraq), Umma (Iraq), and other places. Interestingly, a
circular seal of the Dilmun-type or of the Persian Gulf was found at Lothal.4
The excavations at Ras al-Jinz, Sultanate of Oman have proved the existence of direct
interaction between Lothal and other Harappan coastal sites and this maritime trade centre.
Archaeologists have noticed at RJ-2 (Ras al-Jinz) the remains of the alleged Black Boats of
Magan, which positively exemplify the connection of Mesopotamia with India through the
coastal centres in the Arabian Peninsula during the Bronze Age.5 This fact is attested by the
evidence of bitumen fragments of Indian origin from the coating of a boat and discovery
of objects like ivory combs, seals and sealings, and painted potsherds of Harappan origin in
the excavations at Ras al-Jinz. Fascinatingly, the shoulder of a painted jar found in Ras-alJunayaz, Sultanate of Oman is inscribed with four Harappan characters.6 The large jar coated
with a thick layer of black clay, which prevents the percolation of liquids, found in some of
the sites in Oman is, in fact, a distinctive Harappan type of vessel.
The Mesopotamian texts mentioned that the products that came from Meluha were
carnelian, lapis lazuli, copper, gold, ivory, pearl, shell objects, ebony, varieties of wood, and
also perhaps textiles. Also, a Mesopotamian myth tells of Meluha: “May your bird be the hajabird, may its call be heard in the royal palace.” The haja-bird may be considered a peacock.
The Harappans probably brought copper from Oman, in addition to the local supply. The
chemical analysis of both Omani copper and Harappan artefacts indicates traces of nickel
and thus suggests a common origin. Harappan people also imported silver, wool, perfumes,
and leather products from Mesopotamia.
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Earliest Evidence of Cotton in Indian Sub-Continent
Cotton and its products have been important trade commodities ever since their production
in India. In fact, India is one of the centres of the origin of cotton production in the world.7
The evidence of the long history of Indian cotton is revealed from sculptures, paintings,
inscriptions, literatures, foreign accounts, and coins, in addition to the remains retrieved from
the archaeological excavations. Cotton is the most important natural textile fibre, along with
cellulosic textile fibre, in the world. Cotton fibres are the seed hairs of plants of the order
Malvales, family Malvaceae, tribe Gossypieae, and genus Gossypium. The genus Gossypium
comprises around fifty species that grow mainly in tropical and subtropical regions. There
are four principal domesticated species of cotton of commercial importance: hirsutum,
barbadense, arboreum, and herbaceum.8 Interestingly, the earliest known example of cotton
(Gossypium Sp.) in the world came from a Neolithic site in the Indian sub-continent.9 The
metallurgical analysis of a copper bead from an aceramic Neolithic burial (6th millennium
BCE) at Mehrgarh (Pakistan) in the northern part of the Kachi Plain in central Baluchistan
revealed several threads preserved by mineralization. The study of the threads through a
reflect-light microscope and a scanning electron microscope indicates that they are cotton
(Gossypium Sp.) threads. The outcome of the study demonstrates that the Neolithic people
used cotton and also perhaps even domesticated cotton plants in the Kachi plain of central
Baluchistan. Besides these fibres, a few seeds attributed to Gossypium Sp., were found in
Period II (Neolithic) context (5th millennium BCE) at Mehrgarh.10 Apparently, neither the
fibres, nor the seeds from Mehrgarh clearly ascertain that cotton was domesticated in this
area during the Neolithic period, but the remains of cotton seeds and fibres in this site at least
indicate the existence of a wild variety of cotton, if not of a domesticated variety
Furthermore, the ancient sites known as Dhuweila in eastern Jordan also yielded fibres
and impressions of a woven cotton (Gossypium Sp.) fabric in the 4th millennium BCE context.11
Since the ecological factors of this area do not permit the cultivation of cotton, the specimen
was most likely imported from elsewhere, most probably from the Indian sub-continent.12
Perhaps this may be the earliest evidence of cotton export from the Indian sub-continent to
other parts of the world.
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Evidence of Cotton Production During the Harappan Period
It seems that the Harapan people were the pioneers to cultivate, weave, and spin cotton.
Notwithstanding, there is much indirect evidence about the prevalence of cotton and
textile manufacturing during the Harappan Period, the material evidence of them is scarce.
The reason may be that organic materials such as cloth, leather, wood, and reeds generally
decompose, especially in tropical regions. However, a number of spindle whorls used to spin
thread and eye-needles used for sewing cloth were found in many of the Harappan sites.13
The spindle-whorls are circular objects, with one or more central holes, used as a flying wheel
in a spindle (takli). They may either be disc-shaped or plano-convex in section, made of
materials like terracotta, bone, shell, faience, stone, metal, and wood. The one-holed whorls,
fixed to metal or wooden spindles, were probably used in spinning cotton, whereas in whorls
with more than one hole, as with many split wooden spindles, were used probably to spin
coarse fabric such as jute. Harappa, Mohenjo-daro, Chanhu-daro, Lothal, Surkotada, and
Kalibangan are some of the Harappan sites that have yielded spindle-whorls. The needles,
mainly used for stitching, are round and oblong pins of various sizes, with one end pointed
and the other thick and perforated. The earliest evidence of needles in India is reported from
the Neolithic context at Burzahom, Chirand, and Bagor.14 The needle with a hole at one end
is found from the Harappan level at Lothal and a few other sites.
A stone statue known as the Priest-King found at Mohenjo-daro is shown wearing a
cloth (shawl) over his left shoulder, leaving bare the right shoulder and chest. The cloth was
exquisitely decorated with a trefoil pattern, which exhibits the prevalence of a sophisticated
textile industry during the Harappan Period. Some of the Harappan terracotta images of
men are shown wearing a cloth around the waist, somewhat resembling a modern dhoti,
which often passed between the legs and tucked up behind, while the women’s clothing
seems to have been a knee-length skirt.

Cotton Material found at Mohenjo-daro
Interestingly, the excavations of the Harappan sites at Mohenjo-daro (Pakistan) by John
Marshall between 1922 and 1927 found, in the Mature Harappan level (2600-1900 BCE),
a small piece of woven material adhering to the lid of the silver vessel, which had been
preserved by being impregnated with silver salts. Marshall mentions, “This fragment of cloth
was submitted to Mr. James Turner, Director of the Technological Research Laboratory,
Bombay, for examination, who remarks in his preliminary report that ‘The fibre was
exceedingly tender and broke under very small stresses. However, some preparations were
obtained revealing the convoluted structure characteristic of cotton. All the fibres examined
13
14
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were completely penetrated by fungal hyphae.’”15 A.N. Gulati and Arthur James Turner, who
seriously examined the specimen, concluded that all of them were made from cotton. The
fabric was prepared from 34s counts and tentatively of Gossypium Arboreum species. The
relevant portion of the research paper published by both the scholars is as follows, “Of the
three samples, the first was a small fragment of fabric, very much tendered and penetrated
by fungal hyphae, weighing 2 oz. per sq. yard (0.836 sq. m), made from 34s counts, and
containing 60 ends per inch (2.54 cm) and 20 picks per inch. The fragment of fabric that
was recovered had a dark creamy colour, and measured about one-tenth of an inch in one
direction and one-third of an inch in the other direction. Unfortunately, no photograph was
taken of the original fragment. The material was exceedingly tender, and the greatest possible
care had to be exercised in its manipulation. In fact, in teasing the fibres of the yarns apart
for the microscopic examination, it was impossible to avoid breaking them, so that all the
microscopic observations were made on minute lengths of fibre.”16

Evidence of Cotton from Other Harappan Sites
Cotton, either in the form of ﬁbres or flax seeds or the fabric impression on terracotta
objects, has been reported from many sites in the Mature Harappan (2600-1900 BCE) and
Late Harappan (1900-1400 BCE) levels.17 The remains of cotton string, preserved inside
a carnelian bead, were found at Shahi Tump in southern Baluchistan (Pakistan) during the
excavation of a grave datable to the 4th millennium BCE.18 In Balakot, Sindh region, Pakistan,
Malvaceae pollen type comparable to Gossypium was reported in the Mature Harappan
Period.19 The carbonized seed of cotton and terracotta objects with fabric impressions
have been found in the Mature and Late Harappan levels at Harappa (Pakistan).20 Kunal, a
Harappan site in Haryana, India has yielded carbonized cotton seeds in the Early Harappan
context.21 Carbonized seeds of cotton were also found at Sanghol (Punjab, India),22 Hulas
(Uttar Pradesh, India),23 Kanmar (Gujarat, India),24 and other sites in the Late Harappan
context. Indirect evidence of fabric has been traced from some of the terracotta sealings
obtained from the warehouse in Lothal, the Harappan maritime trade centre in Gujarat.
The sealings have a positive impression of the Harappan seal on one side and the packing
15
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materials, including cloth, on the other side.25 The excavator states that the bales used to be
wrapped in mats and cloth.26 The impression of the textile on a trough was also reported
from the Harappan levels of Alamgirpur, Uttar Pradesh.27 The impression of a thicker type
of cloth with vertical stresses on potsherd has been noticed from the Painted Grey Ware
(PGW) levels (1100 BCE- 800 BCE) of Atranjikhera, Uttar Pradesh.28
Apart from the Harappan sites, evidence of cotton was also found in the Chalcolithic (1600700 BCE) and Early Iron Age (1000-500 BCE) sites located in various parts of India. Notable
among them are: Imlidhi Khurd, Uttar Pradesh, Period II (Chalcolithic), 1300-800 BCE;29 Waina
(Uttar Pradesh), Period I (Chalcolithic), 1600-800 BCE;30 Sringaverapura, Uttar Pradesh, Late
Ochre-Coloured Pottery, 1200-700 BCE, 31 and other sites. The fragment of a cotton seed found
in the Early Iron Age (950-900 BCE) context at Hallur, Karnataka, South India seemed to be a
part of an ovate seed. The seed is most likely of Gossypium Arboreum species.32

Evidence of Cotton Export by the Harappan People
The Harappan civilization’s economy appears to have depended significantly on trade, both
inland and maritime trade. The material evidence demonstrates their active interaction with
contemporary civilizations and also that their trade networks economically integrated a huge
area, including major parts of the Indian sub-continent, Middle Eastern countries, Central
Asia, and beyond. Apart from other materials, cotton products remained as an important
export good of the Harappans. The sealing from Umma (modern Umm al-Aqarib, near
Jokha in Iraq) is reported to have been found in association with a bale of cloth, which
evidently was exported from India.33
There existed a remarkable exchange and interaction between the Indus Civilization
and the people in the Oman peninsula. The presence of pottery, especially the large black
slipped storage jars, and painted vessels; seals and sealing; ivory objects; metal tools; cubical
weights; semi-precious stone beads; beads made of high-fired dolomitic steatite, and other
materials of Harappan origin, mainly in the coastal sites of the Oman peninsula, attest to the
active interaction between both the regions.34 Interestingly, a steatite bead retrieved from the
excavations of Umm an-Nar coastal site at Ras al-Hadd in the Sultanate of Oman, has traces
25
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of what looks like cotton fibre preserved on the interior of the bead drill hole.
The fibres have the symptomatic shape of cotton and their width range from 10 to
35 μm. It seems that they are all bunched up and tangled without any indication of twist
direction. Most probably it happened due to some abrasion of the original cordage that was
used to string the bead. The perforation in the bead was probably made by drilling from two
directions which, however, did not meet exactly in the centre of the bead. Due to this, a slight
ledge was created which might have facilitated the accumulation of the fibre inside the bead
drill hole.35 Notwithstanding that the fibres from the local date palm and other local plants
were predominately used in the Oman peninsula for various purposes, the possible presence
of cotton and jute would certainly indicate the links to the Harappan civilization.

Earliest Evidence of Silk in Indian Sub-Continent
The origin of silk production36 and the diffusion of its production techniques is a long and
fascinating history. Notwithstanding that it is generally considered that China was the land
of origin of silk production, recent research has revealed that the occurrence of silk in
the Indian sub-continent is almost contemporaneous with the earliest evidence for silk in
China. The earliest tangible archaeological evidence for domesticated silk use in China came
from Qianshanyang, a Liangzu Neolithic site in Zhejiang province.37 The silk samples of
Bombyx mori (the domestic silk moth) found from the earliest cultural deposit of the site are
dated between c. 3500 and 2700 BCE.38 But the identification of sesame (Sesamum indicum)
and peanut (Arachis hypogaea) from these deposits, if correct, raises the issue of contextual
integrity, because sesame is thought to come from India and peanuts are a South American
plant. The silk moth Bombyx mori was domesticated from the wild silkmoth Bombyx mandarina,
which existed almost throughout the whole of Asia, mainly in India, China, Korea, Japan,
and the eastern regions of Russia.39
The silk from wild indigenous varieties of silkworms has been identified in the Indian
sub-continent more or less contemporary with the earliest clear archaeological evidence for
silk in China. The microscopic analysis of thread fragments found inside a copper or copperalloy bangle and ornament from Harappa (Pakistan) and steatite beads from other Harappan
sites called Chanhu-daro (Pakistan) have yielded silk fibres, dating to c. 2500–2000 BCE.40
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This investigation reveals the earliest evidence in the world for any silk outside China and is
more or less contemporaneous with the earliest evidence for silk in China.
During excavations of Mound E. at Harappa in 1999, preserved fibre forming a thread
was noticed inside the hollow portion of the copper or copper-alloy bangle fragment. The
bangle fragment was retrieved from the cultural deposit datable to the Period 3C (c. 2200–1900
BCE). Another thread sample from Harappa was found during the archaeological fieldwork in
the year 2000. The thread was somewhat safely preserved inside a coiled wire ornament made
of copper or of a copper-alloy, which was retrieved from the debris datable to the late phase of
Period 3A or the early phase of Period 3B (c. 2450 BCE). The ornament looks like some sort of
necklace made up of two strands of coiled wire strung with silk thread. On the basis of SEM
image analysis, there are two types of thread forms identified.41 The specimen found inside the
bangle is of wild Antheraea silk and seems to be from the A. assamensis species. Another sample
inside the ornament is also of a wild Antheraea silk but seems to be from a different species, A.
mylitta. It appears that both the species are indigenous to South Asia. It seems that the silk is not
degummed but contains sericin-coated twinned brins, or filaments, of fibroin.
The thread specimen from the microbead recovered from Chanhu-daro, another
Harappan site, was also analyzed. The thread comprises a single ply of approximately 40–50
strands, with a slight ‘S’ twist. SEM image analysis of the fibres from the thread showed
that they appear partially gummed and partially twinned, characteristic of a reeled (but not
degummed) silk. The fibres may be from A. assamensis or perhaps from a species of Philosamia
(Eri silk), yet another South Asian moth species.
The variety in type, technology, and thread forms of these examples of silk provides a
glimpse into the extent of knowledge about sericulture in the Harappan Civilization during the
3rd millennium BCE. Besides these sites, the silk might have been produced apparently in many
Harappan sites. However, the evidence of them is not preserved due to the climatic condition
in India. Moreover, there is evidence for silk from a bead thread found at Nevasa (Maharashtra,
India) in the Chalcolithic Period (c.1500 – 1000 BCE).42 A. N. Gulati, who examined the thread,
opined that it was of white silk, seemingly spun from cocoons on a cotton nep.43

Cotton and Silk Products Referred to in the Vedic and
Later Vedic Literatures
There are many references to cotton and silk textiles in the Vedic literature (c. 1500-1000
BCE). Although it is generally believed that the mulberry culture came to India from China,
the references in the old literatures point out that India had cultivated some kind of wild silks
independently and at a much earlier date. The Rig Veda mentions the word “Uma,” which is
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generally translated as “land of silk.” The term “Tārpya,” occurring in the Vedic texts, perhaps
referred to a silk garment.44 Silk was referred to as “Kausheya” in the Valmiki’s Ramayana, a
Sanskrit epic, dated variously in the first millennium BCE, and cotton was mentioned as
“Karpasa” in the ancient Sanskrit literatures. Vedic literature contains many details regarding
textile fabrics manufactured in that period. In the Rig Veda, the weavers were described as
“Vasovaya.” The male weavers were known as Vaya whereas the female weavers were called
Vayitri. Warping and woofing, pulling and fastening the thread in the wickets, is mentioned
in the Vedic literature.45 The word “Ksauma” mentioned in the Vedas, Upanishads, and in many
other ancient literatures as fibre from the bark of linseed is probably referring to linen.46
Linen is a durable natural fibre derived from the flax plant. There are many references to
Ksauma (probably linen cloth) in the Valmiki’s Ramayana.47 The term Patrorṇa mentioned in
Mahābhārata, a Sanskrit epic (1st millennium BCE), and Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra (4th century
BCE) may probably denote mulberry silk.48
Hemp is one of the sources for making fibres in India. Notable among the many varieties
of hemp are sana hemp, jute, and true hemp. Śaṇa is mentioned in the Atharvaveda and the
Śathapatha Brāhmaṇa. The Buddhist literatures of an early period mention that the śaṇa plant
was cultivated and its fibres were spun into threads (śaṇa suttam) then woven into garments
known as saṇiya.49 A variety of cloth mentioned as dukūla in Mahābhārata, Arthaśāstra, Jātaka
stories, and other texts, seems to be made of fibre extracted from the bark of a tree.50 It is
surprising to note that many etymologically related textile terms appear in the same syntagm
both in the Vedic Sanskrit language and the Avestan language of ancient Iran. This probably
demonstrates the close contact between these two regions during the Vedic period and also
the busy textile trade between them.51

Indian Textile Remains of 2nd-1st Millennium BCE found Abroad
The discovery of textile fragments made of cotton in a double-jar burial at Uruk (Iraq)
datable to the Neo-and Late Babylonian periods (first half of the 1st millennium BCE) raises
the question of whether the cotton used there was being grown in Babylonia by this time or
whether it was imported from India or elsewhere.52
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burial ground of the ancient Egyptian workmen’s village (Deir el-Medina) at Thebes, Egypt
dated to around 1000 BCE.53 Since there is no evidence of silk production in Egypt at such
an early period, the silk cloth might have come from somewhere else. India could have been
the possible source of its export as Egypt had a long maritime trade connection with India
and many commodities of Indian origin are reported in Egypt. The discovery of pepper
in the mummy of Ramses II in Egypt, datable to 1200 BCE, is one of the indications of
possible contact between Egypt and India.54
The archaeological excavations of a boat like coffin of the Late Shang-Zhou period (2nd
millennium BCE) during the 1980s in Wuyi Mountain, situated in the district of Chong’an in
the northwestern part of Minbei in Fujian, China revealed that the dead body was wrapped
in several layers of clothes made of jute, hemp, silk, and cotton. The rough kind of cotton
identified by the experts seems to be the earliest specimen of cotton found in China. Most
probably the cotton cloth might have been imported from India.55

Cotton and Silk Production in the Early Historic Period
From the dawn of the historical epoch (6th-5th centuries BCE), the production of cotton as
well as silk increased greatly and the textile manufacturing and trading of them, both inland
and abroad, expanded extensively. It seems that the Greeks first learned for certain about the
cotton plant through a group of explorers who visited India along with Alexander the Great
and his immediate successors in Bactria. They had seen in India the fine muslins and robes
embroidered in gold and they also described the cleaning, ginning, spinning, and weaving of
cotton in detail.56 While writing about India, Herodotus (450 BCE) mentioned that India has
wild trees that bear fleeces as their fruits.57 Ctesias, a Greek physician and historian of the
5th century BCE seems to be the first European who observed the spinning and weaving of
the natives of India; however, his description does not necessarily mean cotton as the fibre.
Theophrastus, a Greek scientist and philosopher of the 4th century BCE, gave perhaps the
first definite conception of Indian cotton cultivation. He mentioned, “The trees, from which
the Indians make cloths, have a leaf like that of the mulberry; but the whole plant resembles
the dog-rose. They set them in the plains arranged in rows, so as to look like vines at a
distance.”58 Following Theophrastus, Pliny the Elder (1st century CE), a Roman naturalist
and natural philosopher and a naval commander mentions, “The tree from which the Indian
make garments resemble the mulberry in its leaves…..” Here Pliny uses the word “Tineas,”
53
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but the context shows that he probably referred to cotton.59
The Sītādhyakṣa (Superintendent of Agriculture) mentioned in the Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra
(4th century BCE), an ancient Indian Sanskrit treatise on statecraft, economic policy, and
military strategy, is known to have supervised the entire task of agricultural production of
the kingdom. Arthaśāstra of Kauṭilya further mentioned that the production of weaving was
under the supervision of the Sūtrādhyakṣa (Superintendent of Weaving) during the Mauryan
period (4th-3rd centuries BCE). The Sūtrādhyakṣa supervised the production of cottonthread (Sūtra), coats (Varma), cloths (Vastra), and ropes. In this task, female labourers of
various categories were employed. Their wages were fixed on the basis of the quality (i.e., the
threads spun fine, coarse (Sthūla) or medium) and quantity of their production.60 Kauṭilya’s
Arthaśāstra mentions that the cotton fabrics produced in Madhura (Central India), Aparānta
(western India), Kaliṅga (Odisha), Kāsi (Varanasi), Vaṅga (Bengal), Vatsa (Uttar Pradesh), and
Mahisha (Karnataka) are the best.61 Megasthenes, a Greek historian and an ambassador for
Seleucid king Seleucus I, Nicator to the court of the Mauryan King Chandragupta Maurya
(321–297 BCE), mentioned in his book Indika that the Indians wear flowered garments made
of the finest muslin and garments dyed of bright colours.62 The Jaina text Brihatkalpasūtra
of Bhadrabahu (4th century BCE) mentions different stages of preparation of thread from
the cotton, viz., seḍuya, rūya, pimjiya (piñjita), and pelu.63 In the commentary, these words
are explained: Seḍuga means cotton; when this seḍuga is ginned, it gets detached from the
seeds and is termed rūta; this rūta struck with the bow (piñjanikā) called piñjita, this pūṇikā
(cotton roll?) twisted round a skewer is called pelu.64 This text, perhaps indicates the different
processes of preparing thread from cotton, viz., ginning, batting, and twisting. Divyāvadāna,
a collection of early Buddhist legends, dated sometime between the 2nd and 4th century
CE, mentioned three stages of manufacturing cotton cloth, viz., the preparation (parikarma)
of the cotton; the spinning (kartana) of the thread, and the weaving (vāya) of the stuff.65
Milindapañha (a Buddhist text dated between 100 BCE and 200 CE) also records the various
steps for the preparation of textile.66 Kalidasa, a great poet of the Gupta period (4th-6th
cent CE), describes weddings where both the bride and groom were attired in expensive
fabrics termed dukula.67 Amarasimha, another poet of the Gupta period explains ksauma and
dukula both as linen in Amarkosha. His narrative probably indicates that ksauma and dukula are
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synonyms (ksaumam dukulamsyat). Hiuen Tsang (Xuanzang), a Chinese traveller who visited
India between 630-645 describes that Indians used to wear varied types of clothes made of
cotton, silk, wool, linen, and the animal’s hair.68
The excavations at Bairat, Rajasthan yielded a fragment of cloth in which eight punchmarked coins were found wrapped dating to the early historic period (1st-2nd century CE).
The analysis of the cloth carried out by Gulati and Turner has revealed that it is true cotton
and woven with 20s and 16s yarns. Since there was a muddy deposit on the cloth, these counts
should be regarded as the lowest limit, the actual counts probably being somewhat higher. The
number of strands to an inch (2.54 cm) is 50 in the lengthwise direction, and 34 in the other.69
Traces of cloth, most probably used to wrap the coins, were also found in the excavations at
Rairh, Rajasthan in the early historic levels. The analysis of the cloth revealed that it was of a
heavy variety of true cotton, weighing 7.99 oz (226 g) per sq. yard (0.836 sq. m) with 31 threads
of cotton in one direction and 26 in the other.70 At Paithan (Maharashtra), the capital of the
Satavāhana rulers (1st cent. BCE – 3rd cent. CE), also the traces of cloth identified with hemp
have been noticed on a lump of coins.71 Potsherds from the pre-Common Era bearing textile
impressions have also been recovered at Mathura (Uttar Pradesh).72 One of the potsherds
with the impression (2nd cent BCE) of cloth reported from Kaundinyapura (Maharashtra)
comprised of 32 threads in the warp and 28 in the weft; whereas another impression (2nd-1st
cent BCE) found at the same site showed 30 and 28 threads.73

Early Evidence of Cotton and Silk Products in South India
The Saṅgam literature (3rd cent. BCE – 2nd cent. CE) mentioned the remarkable skill
development in the art of weaving cotton and silk cloths in Tamil Nadu, the southernmost
part of India, at a very early period. In some of the Saṅgam literature, finely woven cloth has
been compared variously with the slough of smoke, the foam of milk, the cast-off skin of
a snake, the white torrent of water falling from a high hill, and so on. 74 The cotton and silk
clothes were called variously as Tugil, Ātai, Ar̤ uvai, Kaliṅgam (apparently imported from Kaliṅga
area, i.e., Odisha), and other names. Silappatikāram, a Tamil epic of the 4th-5th centuries CE
mentions thirty-two varieties of cotton cloth.75 The epic also describes the street exclusively
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for the cloth merchants in Madurai where several kinds of bundles of cloths woven of
cotton, wool, silk, and even hair were piled up.76 Embroidery work was often employed to
decorate the cloth.77 The main decorative motifs were flowers figured either on the body or
the border of the cloth.78 The dyeing of the cloth was done more efficiently. Interestingly, the
structures datable to the 1st century CE excavated at Arikamedu near Pondicherry, an IndoRoman Trading centre, are supposed to be the vats used for dyeing muslin.79 Spinning the
cotton yarn was mainly done by women and they were called Paruttipeṇḍu or Paruttippeṇḍir.80
The Saṅgam literature also mentioned well-woven silk cloth. In one of the Saṅgam works,
mention is made about a fine dress made of silk (paṭṭu) with well-designed borders.81 Tar̤ i
(weaver’s loom) is often mentioned in the inscriptions of the early historic period.82 The
communities involved in the textile production were called as Kolikā (Kaulikāh),83 Tantravāya,84
Cāliyar, Kaikkōḷar, and so on.85

Trade of Cotton and Silk Products in the Early Historic Period
Since ancient times, India has been a major exporter of textiles. The literary, archaeological,
and palaeobotanical sources provide ample evidence about the busy trade of cotton and silk
materials in the early historical period. The Periplus of the Erythrean Sea (1st cent CE) mentions
that silk and cotton cloth, mallow cloth, all kinds of muslins, and yarn were exported from
the Indian seaports such as Barygaza (Bharuch, Gujarat), Tagara (Ter, Maharashtra), Bacare
(Porakad, Kerala), Muziris (Kerala), and others to western countries.86 Large quantities of
cloth, as stated in the text, were brought to Barygaza from the metropolis of Minnagara,
an important inland trade centre.87 This text, further, states that the Roman traders found
silk at the mouths of the Indus and Ganges, in the Gulf of Cambay, and in Travancore
(Kerala).88 Since the land route was blocked due to the war between Rome and Parthia, the
Silappatikāram, Canto. XIV: 205-207, (Translated by Iyer), 1950.
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sea route was the only option for the Roman traders.89 Strabo (64 BCE-24 CE), a Greek
geographer and historian, mentioned the richness of Indian fabrics in detail and Arrian of
Nicomedia, another Greek historian of 1st-2nd centuries CE, mentioned the textile trade
between Indians and Arabs in the 2nd century CE.90 The Indica of Arrian mentions that the
cotton in India is whiter and brighter than that of any other country.91 The textile woven
exclusively from Z-spun yarn, the blue resist-dyed fabrics, and the sailcloth datable to the
3rd-4th centuries CE found at Berenike, a seaport on the Red Sea coast, are most probably
of Indian origin.92 The fragments of Indian cotton textile, probably used as sailcloth, were
also reported from the excavations at Berenike in the Pre-Flavian middens (i.e., not later
than 70 CE) and in the 5th-century rubbish deposits.93 Fascinatingly, Quseir al-Qadim (Myos
Hormos), the other major seaport on the Red Sea coast has also yielded Z/Z-spun cotton
sailcloth, probably of Indian origin.94 It is interesting to mention that the potsherds inscribed
with South Indian Tamil-Brāhmi scripts of the early centuries of the Common Era are found
at Berenike, Quseir al-Qadim, and Khor Rori- Sumharam in Oman.

Cotton and Silk Products and Trade in the Medieval Period
The Indian textile industry grew as a leading textile industry in the world from the medieval
period onwards and textile materials became a major trade commodity both for internal and
foreign trade. Many centres of textile manufacture emerged throughout India. The chronicle
of two Arabs, namely Sulayman al-Tajir and Abu Zayd al-Hasan al-Sirafi, who visited China
and India in the latter half of the 9th century and the beginning of the 10th century CE,
mentions that in the kingdom of King Dahmā (identified as Dharmapala, of the Pala dynasty,
who ruled the Bengal region) the garments are made in so extraordinary a manner that
nowhere else are the like to be seen. It was so light and fine that a robe made of that cloth
could be passed through a signet ring.95 Ibn Khordadbeh, a Persian geographer and bureaucrat
of the 9th century CE, records that the textiles of Rahma were of velvety cotton.96 The
cloth merchants were known as Ar̤ uvai vaṇikar in the ancient Tamil literatures and epigraphy.
The Mānasollāsa, also known as Abhilashitartha Chintamani, an early 12th century Sanskrit text
composed by the Kalyani Chāḷukya king Somesvara III, gives a long list of fabrics for the
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king’s use after their places of origin. Some of the names in the list are: Nagapattana, the Cōl̤ a
country (Tamil Nadu), Anilavada in Gujarat, Mulasthana (Multan), Kalinga, and Vanga.97
According to Chau Ju-Kua or Zhao Rukuo (1170-1231), a Chinese historian and politician,
Gujarat produced a large number of foreign cotton stuffs of every colour (chintzes) for export
to Arabian lands (Ta-shi).98 He mentioned that the cotton clothes in Malwa (Central India)
were such a very common product to form the subject of a considerable export trade.99
The products of Malabar (Kerala), according to him, included foreign cotton stuffs of all
colours (chintzes) and white cotton cloth (tou-lo mien).100 Chau Ju-Kua states that in the Cōl̤ a
region, cotton stuffs with coloured silk threads and other such stuffs were produced.101 The
documents from the Cairo Genizah, dated between the 11th and 12th centuries, mention
many trade centres namely Broach (Gujarat), Kanbayat, Nahrwāra (Anhilwada or Anilavada,
modern Patan, Gujarat), Tana (near Mumbai), Kulam (Quilon), Faknur (on Malabar coast),
Mangalore, Baribatan (Balyapattanam near Cannanore), Darmattan (Dharmapattnam),
Fandarayna (Pantalayini), and others in India and also the goods exported from India
including Indian textiles such as fūṭas (an untailored long piece of cloth), lālas or lānas or lānis
silk (a kind of red silken stuff of a delicate texture), furjiyyas (ropes), and other varieties. One
of the documents mentions that the lālas silk garment was made in or exported from the city
of Kulam (Quilon) in southern India.102
Marco Polo (1254-1324), a Venetian merchant who travelled through Asia
between 1271 and 1295, observed that fine buckram (cotton stuffs) was produced in the
kingdom of Cambay (Gujarat). He also speaks about the manufacture of fine and delicate
buckram in Malabar (Kerala) and fine cotton fabrics in the kingdom of Mutfili (Andhra
Pradesh).103 As quoted by Abu’l Fida (1273-1331), a geographer and historian of Syria, Ibn
Sa’id mentioned that Ma’bar (Kerala) was famous for its arts of washing and dyeing and that
it exported lānas (colour silk or cotton cloth).104

Influence of Indian Textile Production in
Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka
The influence of Indian textile technology and costumes is conspicuous in Southeast Asian
countries.105 The remains of cotton Gossypium Sp. from the Iron Age site (400 BCE) of Ban
Mānasollāsa of King Someśvara, Vol. III, edited by G.K. Shrigondekar, 1017-1020.
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Don Ta Phet, Thailand obviously indicates the contact between India and Thailand during
that period.106 The great spread of Indian philosophical, religious, and political influence
during the early years of the first millennium CE into Southeast Asian countries paved the
way for a busy trade link between India and those countries. In fact, Indian textiles figured as
a dominant export product due to the plentiful production of cotton, adoption of advanced
dyeing and designing technology, and skilled manpower. For example, in 430 CE, Ho-lotan in She-p’o (Java), a western Indonesian kingdom, sent a diplomatic mission to China
with tribute comprised of a diamond ring, red parrots, white cloth from India, cloth from
Gāndhara, and other items.107
In addition, there is substantial evidence that the textiles produced in Southeast Asia had
Indian influence in their designs, motifs, materials, and methods of production. One type of
technique found in both Indian and Southeast Asian textiles is ikat, the tying of the warp or weft
yarns before dyeing, to create a pattern. Some scholars’ opinions that the weft ikat technique
(resist-dyeing for the weft yarns) with Indian designs was introduced into some Southeast
Asian countries during the Indianization period.108 Although silk was probably introduced to
Southeast Asia from China, it is referred to by a name derived from Sanskrit (Sutera) and thus
its introduction was probably influenced by the Indian custom that prevailed in the Srivijaya
Kingdom and flourished between the 7th and the 13th centuries CE.109 The Srivijaya kings
had maintained a dynamic trade with India. They also employed experts from India as scribes
knowledgeable in Sanskrit, as musicians and dancers, and probably as textile producers too.
Funan, an Indianized kingdom in Southeast Asia that arose in the 1st century CE, was
influenced markedly by Indian culture and tradition. It had active trade relations with India
and China. Also, Khmer costume, design elements of Khmer clothes, dying and weaving
technology, along with fabric and textile production terminology in Khmer clearly show
Indian influence.110 Indian-inspired cloths were used in the religious ceremonies and in the
courts and palaces to mark status, wall hangings, and so on. An Indian origin for cloth is also
inferred in Khmer mythology. The incorporation of Indian techniques, materials, and motifs
in locally produced textiles in Cambodia expresses the close link of textile tradition between
the two countries. The traditional Khmer cloths, the sampot hol, strongly resemble Indian
patola. Sampot are dyed using a resist technique called weft ikat.
Likewise, the double ikat patola of Gujarat (India) were highly valued and widely marketed
in Southeast Asian societies.111 The pelangi cloths are the luxury cloth used on ceremonial
occasions in Indonesia. These are usually made of silk, which has been tied and sewn before
dyeing to create multicoloured patterns. Both the technique and the design arrangements
of pelangi cloths from Indonesia resemble those found in odhani (bandhani) cloths from India,
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especially Gujarat.112 Another prominent textile used in ceremonial rites in Southeast Asia is
songket, a cloth, usually composed of a silk tabby, ground with gold thread supplementary weft
embellishments. This cloth perhaps also shows the impact of Indian influence. The sari, sarong,
and other dress materials in Indonesia and other Southeast Asian countries are the greatest
surviving examples of traditional Indian and Southeast Asian textiles, which demonstrate the
remarkable exchanges of ideas, materials, and designs between the two great cultures over the
centuries. As clear examples of this, spindle whorls, some of them exhibiting possible Indian
influence in their making, were found in the excavations at Oc Eo, the famous port city, Lopburi,
Ban Don Ta Phet, the Krek region, and a few other sites in Southeast Asia.
Finally, apart from Southeast Asian countries, Sri Lanka was one of the prime destinations
for marketing Indian textiles. It is suggested that from Cambay (Gujarat) a special variety
of cloth was exported to Ceylon, which was called “Cambaya” from the place of origin.113
The king of Ceylon presented valuable cloth imported from Gujarat to some Burmese
monks at the end of the 15th century.114 Kasi salu or Benares silk was considered a luxury
in Ceylon115 and it is mentioned in many Sri Lankan works of the 13th-14th centuries, such
as Saddharmaratnāvali,116 Saddharmaratnākara,117 and the Dambadeni Asna.118 The Daladāsirita
(14th century) and the Saddharmaratnāvaliya (13th century) mention that Ceylon also imported
textile goods from the Cōl̤ a country (Tamil Nadu).119

Conclusion
The textile industry has constituted the most important sector of the Indian economy and the
Indian textile industry has been one of the leading textile industries in the world since antiquity.
India has one of the finest textile traditions in the world with respect to weaving, dyeing, and
surface decoration. The archaeological evidence and literary and epigraphical sources clearly
indicate the prosperous status of cotton and silk textile production in India for centuries and
these products have played a vital role in the maritime trade relations between countries all along
the ancient silk routes. The ancient silk routes not only played a dynamic role in promoting
maritime trade, but were also responsible for the transmission of religion, culture, tradition,
language, technology, art, and architectural idioms from India to other countries and vice versa.
Received August 2, 2021, Revised August 20, 2021, Accepted November 5, 2021
Bühler, Fischer, and Nabholz-Kartaschoff, Indian Tie-dyed Fabrics, Plates. XI, 66, 67 A,B,C, D, 78.
Perera, “Foreign Trade and Commerce of Ancient Ceylon,” 21.
114
Kalyāni Silālipi, edited by Buddhadatta, Polwatte, 26-27.
115
Saddharmaratnākara, edited by Kalapaluvave Sugunasara, 20.
116
Saddharmaratnāvali, edited by Jayatilaka, 976.
117
Saddharmaratnākara, edited by Kalapaluvave Sugunasara, 20.
118
Dambadeni Asna, edited by D.D. Ranasingha, 3.
119
Daldasirita, edited by Vajira Ratnasooriya, 46.
112
113

Dayalan: Silk and Cotton Textiles, the Principal Maritime Trade Commodities of Ancient India

109

Bibliography
al-Tajir, Sulayman. Ancient Accounts of India and China, by two Mohammedan Travellers, Who Went to
those Parts in the 9th century; Translated from the Arabic, by the Late Learned Eusebius Renaudot, with
Notes, Illustrations and Inquiries by the Same Hand. London: Printed for Sam. Harding, 1733.
Andrés-Toledo, Miguel Ángel. “Some Considerations about Vedic, Avestan and Indoiranian
Textile Terminology.” In Textile Terminologies in the Ancient Near East and Mediterranean from
the Third to the First Millennia BC, edited by Cécile Michel and Marie-Louise Bech Nosch,
430-444. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2010.
Betts, A., K. van der Borg, A. de Jong, C. McClintock, and M. van Stryndonck. “Early
Cotton in North Arabia.” Journal of Archaeological Science 21 (1994): 489–499. https://doi.
org/10.1006/jasc.1994.1049.
Boivin, Nicole, Roger Blench, and Dorian Q. Fuller. “Archaeological, Linguistic and Historical
Sources on Ancient Seafaring: A Multidisciplinary Approach to the Study of Early
Maritime Contact and Exchange in the Arabian Peninsula.” In The Evolution of Human
Populations in Arabia, Vertebrate Paleobiology and Paleoanthropology, edited by M.D. Petraglia
and J.I. Rose, 251-278. Heidelberg: Springer Dordrecht, 2009.
Buddhadatta, Polwatte, ed. Kalyāni Silālipi. Colombo, 1924.
Buhler, G. “A Prakrit Grant of the Pallava King Sivaskandavarman,” In Epigraphia Indica (EI),
Vol. I, Archaeological Survey of India, edited by Jas Burgess, 2-10. Calcutta: Government
Printing, 1892.
Bühler, Alfred, Eberhard Fischer, and Marie-Louise Nabholz-Kartaschoff. Indian Tie-dyed
Fabrics. Ahmedabad: Calico Museum, 1980.
Cameron, Judith Anne. “Textile Technology in the Prehistory of Southeast Asia,” Vol. 1. PhD diss.,
The Australian National University, Canberra, 2002.
Cattani, Maurizio, Jonathan Mark Kenoyer, Dennys Frenez, Randall W. Law, and Sophie
Méry. “New Excavations at the Umm an-Nar Site Ras al-Hadd HD-1, Sultanate of Oman
(seasons 2016–2018): insights on cultural interaction and long-distance trade.” Proceedings
of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 49 (2019): 69–84.
Chandra, Moti. Costumes, Textiles, Cosmetics and Coiffure in Ancient and Mediaeval India. Delhi:
Oriental Publishers, 1973.
Chandra, Moti. “The History of Indian Costume from the 1st century A.D. to the Beginning
of the 4th century.” Journal of the Indian Society of Oriental Art VIII (1940): 185-224.
Chaturvijaya, Guru and Sishya Punyavijaya, eds. Brihatkalpasūtra and Original Niryukti of Sthavir
Arya Bhadrabahu Swami, Vol. III. Bhavnagar: Shri Atmanand Jain Sabha, 1936.
Cleuziou, Serge, and S. Méry. “In-between the Great Powers: The Bronze Age Oman
Peninsula.” In Essays on the Late Prehistory of the Arabian Peninsula Serie Orientale Roma,
93n, edited by M. Tosi, S. Cleuziou and J. Zarins, 273-316. Rome: Istituto Italiano per
l’Africa el’ Oriente (IsIAO), 2002.
Cleuziou, Serge, and Maurizo Tosi. “Black Boats of Magan: Some Thoughts on Bronze-Age
Water Transport in Oman and Beyond from the Impressed Bitumen Slabs of Ra’s al-

110

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

Junayz.” In A. Parpola and P. Koskilliop, eds., South Asian Archaeology 1993, Vol. 2, 745761. Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedakatemia, 1994.
Cleuziou, Serge, and Maurizo Tosi. “Ra’s al-Jinz and the Prehistoric Coastal Cultures of the
Ja’alan.” Journal of Oman Studies 11 (2000):19-73.
Cleuziou, Serge, and Maurizo Tosi. In the Shadow of the Ancestors. The Prehistoric Foundations of
the Early Arabian Civilization in Oman. Muscat: Ministry of Heritage and Culture of the
Sultanate of Oman, 2007.
Costantini, L., “The Beginning of Agriculture in the Kachi Plain: The Evidence of Mehrgarh.”
In South Asian Archaeology 1981, edited by B. Allchin, 29-33. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984.
Cowell, E.B., and R.A. Neil., eds. Divyāvadāna, A Collection of Early Buddhist Legends. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1886.
Dales, G.F. “Some Fresh Approaches to Old Problems in Harappan Archaeology.” In Studies
in the Archaeology of India and Pakistan, edited by J. Jacobson, 117-136. Delhi: Oxford &
IBH Publishing Company, 1986.
Dayalan, D., “Ancient Seaports on the Western Coast of India: The Hub of the Maritime
Silk Route Network.” Acta Via Serica 3, no. 2 (2018): 49-72, https://doi.org/10.22679/
avs.2018.3.2.003.
Dayalan, D., Computer application in Indian Epigraphy (Pallava Period). 3 vols. Delhi: Bharatiya
Kala Prakashan, 2005.
Dayalan, D., “The Origin of Silk Production.” SilkRoadia - The Silk- Road Universities Network’s
Web Magazine 1 (Winter 2019): 7-12. http://www.sun-silkroadia.org/board/view?bd_
id=webzine&wr_id=561.
Dikshit, M.G., Excavations at Kaundinyapura. Bombay, The Director of Achieves and
Archaeology, Maharashtra State, 1968.
Dillehay, Tom, D., J. Rossen, T. C. Andres, and D. E. Williams. “Preceramic Adoption of
Peanut, Squash, and Cotton in Northern Peru.” Science 316 (2007): 1890–1893, https://
www.jstor.org/stable/20036586.
Encyclopedia of India-China Cultural Contacts, Vol. I. New Delhi: Ministry of External Affairs,
Government of India, 2014.
Faḍlān, Aḥmad Ibn. Mission to the Volga. Edited and translated by James E. Montgomery. New
York: New York University Press, 2014.
Fuller, Dorian Q. “The Spread of Textile Production and Textile Crops in India Beyond the
Harappan Zone: An Aspect of the Emergence of Craft Specialization and Systematic
Trade.” In Linguistics, Archaeology and the Human Past (Indus Project, Occasional Paper
3), edited by Toshiki Osada and Akinori Uesugi, 1-26. Kyoto: Research Institute for
Humanity and Nature, 2008.
Fuller, Dorian, Ravi Korisettar, P. C. Venkatasubbaiah and Martin K. Jones, “Early Plant
Domestications in Southern India: Some Preliminary Archaeobotanical Results.”
Vegetation History and Archaeobotany 13, no. 2 (2004):115–129, https://doi.org/10.1007/
s00334-004-0036-9.

Dayalan: Silk and Cotton Textiles, the Principal Maritime Trade Commodities of Ancient India

111

Gadd, C.J. “Seal of Ancient Indian Style found at Ur.” In Proceedings of the British Academy, Vol.
XVIII. London: Humphrey Milford Amen House, E.C., 1932.
Ghosh, A. An Encyclopaedia of Indian Archaeology, Vol. I. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1989.
Ghosh, A. An Encyclopaedia of Indian Archaeology, Vol. II, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1989.
Ghosh, A., ed. Indian Archaeology – A Review, 1959-60. New Delhi: Archaeological Survey
of India, 1960. 1996 (Reprint): http://nmma.nic.in/nmma/nmma_doc/Indian%20
Archaeology%20Review/Indian%20Archaeology%201959-60%20A%20Review.pdf.
Ghosh, G.K., and Shukla Ghosh. Indian Textiles (Past and Present). New Delhi: APH Publishing
Corporation, 1995.
Ghosh, S.S., “Study of Ancient Fabric and its Identification.” Bulletin of the Hyderabad
Archaeological Survey 17 (1953).
Gittinger, Mattiebelle. Master Dyers to the World Technique and Trade in Early Indian Dyed Cotton
Textiles. Washington, DC: Textile Museum, 1982.
Glover, Ian. “Ban Don Ta Phet: the 1984-85 Excavation.” In Southeast Asian Archaeology 1986,
Proceedings of the First Conference of the Association of Southeast Asian Archaeologists in Western
Europe, BAR International Series 561, edited by Ian Glover and Emily Glover, 139-183.
Oxford: Archaeopress, 1990.
Goitein, S.B., and Mordechai Akiva Friedman, eds. Indian Traders of the Middle Ages: Documents
from the Cairo Geniza (“India Book”). Leiden: Brill, 2008.
Good, I.L., J.M. Kenoyer and R.H. Meadow. “New Evidence for Early silk in the Indus
Civilization.” Archaeometry 51, no. 3 (2009): 457–66, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.14754754.2008.00454.x.
Good, I.L., J.M. Kenoyer, and R.H. Meadow. “A Reply to Ji-Huan He.” Archaeometry, 53, no.
6 (2011): 1257-1258, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4754.2011.00591.x.
Goodrich, L.C. “Cotton in China.” Isis 34 (1934): 408-410, https://doi.org/10.1086/347858.
Gopal, Lallanji. “Textiles in Ancient India.” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the
Orient 4, no. 1 (1961): 53-69.
Gulati, A.N. “A Note on the Early History of Silk in India.” In Technical Reports on Archaeological
Remains, edited by J. Clutton Brock, K. Vishnu Mittre and A. Gulati, 53-59. Poona:
Deccan College, 1961.
Gulati, A.N. and Arthur James Turner. A Note on the Early History of Cotton. Indian Central
Cotton Committee Technological Laboratory Bulletin, No. 17, Technological Series, No.
12. Bombay, 1928.
Handley, F.J.L., “Quseir al-Qadim 2003: the textiles.” Archaeological Textiles Newsletter 38 (2004):
27-30.
Hirth, Friedrich, and W.W. Rockhill, trans., and annotated. Chau Ju-kua: his work on the Chinese
and Arab trade in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, entitled Chu-fan-chï. St. Petersburg: Imperial
Academy of Sciences, 1911.
Hultzsch, E. “Rayakota Plates of Skandasishya,” In Epigraphia Indica (EI), Vol. V, Archaeological

112

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

Survey of India, edited by E. Hultzsch, 49-53. Calcutta: Government Printing, 1959.
Hultzsch, E. trans, ed. South Indian Inscriptions (SII), Vol. 1, Archaeological Survey of India,
Madras: Government Press, 1890, 144-155.
Hultzsch, E. trans, ed. South Indian Inscriptions (SII), Vol. 2, Archaeological Survey of India,
Madras: Government Press, 1891, 342-361.
Iyer, U. Ve., Saminatha, ed. Pur̤ anān̤ ūr̤ u. Chennai: S.I.S.S.W. Publishing Society, 1935.
Iyer, U. Ve., Saminatha, ed. Silappatikāram. Chennai: Kapir Accukkūtͅam, 1950.
Jayatilaka, D.B., ed. Saddharmaratnāvali. Colombo, 1930.
Kahlenberg, Mary Hunt, “Who Influenced Whom? The Indian Textile Trade to Sumatra and
Java.” In Textiles from India: The Global Trade, edited by Rosemary Crill, 135-50. Oxford:
Seagull Books, 2006.
Kalidasa, Raghuvamsam. Translated by A.N.D. Haksar, Gurgaon: Penguin Books, 2016.
Kalidasa, Kumarasambhavam. Translated by Hank Heifetz, Gurgaon: Penguin Books, 2014.
Kennedy, Philip F. and Shawkat M. Toorawa, eds. Two Arabic Travel Books: Abū Zayd al-Sīrāfī,
Accounts of China and India, edited and translated by Tim Mackintosh-Smith; Aḥmad Ibn
Faḍlān, Mission to the Volga, edited and translated by James E. Montgomery. New York:
New York University Press, 2014.
Kerlogue, Fiona. “Textiles of Jambi (Sumatra) and the Indian Ocean Trade.” In Textiles in
Indian Ocean Societies, edited by Ruth Barnes, 126-145. New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005.
Kharakwal, J.S., Y.S. Rawat and T. Osada. “Kanmer: A Harappan Site in Kachchh, Gujarat,
India.” In Linguistics, Archaeology and the Human Past (Indus Project, Occasional Paper 2),
edited by Toshiki Osada, 21-46. Kyoto: Research Institute for Humanity and Nature,
2007.
Krishnamacharlu, C.R. “Vilavatti Grant of Pallava Simhavarman,” In Epigraphia Indica
(EI), Vol. XXIV, Archaeological Survey of India, edited by N.P. Chakravarti, 296-303.
Calcutta: Government of India Press, 1942.
Kuhn, D. “The Silk Workshops of the Shang Dynasty 16th–11th Century BC.” In Explorations
in the history of science and technology in China, edited by Hu Daojing,367-408. Shanghai:
Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1982.
Lewin, Menachem, ed. Cotton Fiber Chemistry and Technology (International Fiber Science and
Technology Series). Florida: CRC Press, 2007.
Lubec, G., J. Holaubek, J., C. Feldl, B. Lubec, and E. Strouhal. “Use of silk in Ancient Egypt.”
Nature 362, no. 6415 (1993): 25, https://doi.org/10.1038/362025b0.
Mahalingam, T.V. “The Pullur Plates of Nandivarman II Pallavamalla, Year 33,” In Epigraphia
Indica (EI), Vol. XXXVI, Archaeological Survey of India, edited by D.C. Sircar, H.K.
Narasimhaswami and G.S. Gai. 144-163. Calcutta: Government of India Press, 1970.
Majumdar, R.C., ed. The Age of Imperial Kanauj. Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1955.
Marshall, Sir John. Mohenjo-Daro and the Indus Civilization, Vol. I. London: Arthur Probsthain,
1931.
Marshall, Sir John. Mohenjo-Daro and the Indus Civilization, Vol. II, London: Arthur Probsthain,
1931.

Dayalan: Silk and Cotton Textiles, the Principal Maritime Trade Commodities of Ancient India

113

McCrindle, J.W. Ancient India as described by Megasthenes and Arrian. London: Trubner & Co,
1877. (Reprint.) Calcutta: Chuckervertty, Chatterjee & Co., Ltd., 1960.
McKean, M.B. “The Palynology of Balakot, a Pre-Harappan and Harappan Age Site in Las
Bela, Pakistan.” PhD diss., Southern Methodist University, 1983.
Menon, Meena and Uzramma. A Frayed History: The Journey of Cotton in India. Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2017.
Mohan, R. and V. Nagarajan, eds. Pattuppāṭṭu Vol. 1 & 2. Chennai: New Century Book House
(Pvt) Ltd., 2004.
Moulherat Christophe, Margareta Tengberg, Jerome F. Haquet and Benoit Mille. “First
Evidence of Cotton at Neolithic Mehrgarh, Pakistan: Analysis of Mineralized Fibres
from a Copper Bead.” Journal of Archaeological Science 29 (2002): 1393–1401. https://doi.
org/10.1006/jasc.2001.0779
Nainar, S. Muhammad Husayn. Arab Geographers’ Knowledge of Southern India (Madras University
Islamic Series 6). Madras: University of Madras, 1942.
Nattar, Venkatasami Na. Mu., and R. Venkatachalam Pillai, eds. Akanān̤ūr̤u (Poem and Text).
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The Terminology of Silks in Texts of the Roman Empire:
Qualities, Origins, Products, and Uses
Berit HILDEBRANDT

At the beginning of the Roman imperial period, moralizing authors criticized a
material from the East that quickly gained popularity among the elites: silk. During
Late Antiquity, the trade, production, and use of purple-dyed silks increasingly
became the privilege of the emperors. While literature, court poetry, and laws give
insights into the discourses surrounding silk, they are rather unspecific concerning
silk qualities. This contribution analyzes the scattered descriptions of silks in Greek
and Latin texts in a diachronic perspective, with a focus on the 1st cent. BCE to the
4th cent. CE, paying particular attention to the terminology, products, origins, and
qualities of silk. The aim is to build a framework for comparisons with archaeological
silk finds and other textile terminologies along the Silk Roads. Here, the silk finds
from the oasis city of Palmyra/Tadmor in modern-day Syria, dating from the 1st
cent. BCE to the 2nd cent. CE, will be used as a case study for the early imperial
period. Taking these silk finds as a comparison, it will be shown that Greek and
Latin terminology does not match the variety of silks known in the Mediterranean.
Rather, linguistic differentiations focus on the forms in which silk reached the
Mediterranean, as skeins, yarns, and fabrics, as well as on the different kinds of silks
that were produced in the West, namely pure silk and half-silken fabrics, checkered
“scutlata” damasks, purple-dyed, and gold-embellished silks. In contrast, silks from
the East were subsumed under the term for “silks from the silk people” or simply
“silks”. Moreover, ancient authors do not use the terms in the same way. These
findings show the limitations of Western silk terminology and the importance of
combining archaeological and written sources.
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Introduction
Towards the end of the 1st century BCE, Greek and Latin texts increasingly referred to a
new textile material that quickly gained popularity among Roman women and men, and even
some of the emperors who did not care about traditional Roman clothing that was usually
made of wool or linen: silk. Moralizing authors complained that silk clothing inappropriately
revealed the bodies of their wearers, especially married women. Moreover, they saw silk - that
needed to be imported “from people unknown even to trade” - as a threat to the Roman
economy because it was very expensive.1 A close reading of laws and court poetry, however,
shows that these negative discourses presented only one side: Almost from the beginning of
the imperial period, silk served as an important means of self-representation for the highly
competitive Roman elites, including Roman men.2 While in the early years of the Roman
imperial period only “bad” emperors were purportedly interested in silk, the emperors of
Late Antiquity increasingly tried to monopolize the silk trade and its manufacture as well
as the use of the most precious silks. Thus, the purple-dyed silken mantle even became the
symbol of imperial rule.3
In contrast, information about the characteristics, qualities, origins, and forms of silks
is much scarcer and often only indirectly attested to in the written sources. The following
analysis seeks to gather the scattered evidence in Greek and Latin texts with a focus on the
1st century BCE to the 4th century CE in order to build a framework for comparisons with
archaeological silk finds and silk terminologies in other languages along the Silk Roads, which
in turn can shed light on the origin, transmission, and exchange of silks in Antiquity.4 The
written sources are treated thematically, according to their information about different kinds
of silks, their colors, patterns, and other decoration.
In order to gather an impression of the differences between texts and archaeological
textiles in the early imperial period, the excellently preserved and thoroughly published silk
finds of the Syrian oasis city Palmyra/Tadmor will be used for comparison.5 Palmyra yielded
over 2000 textile fragments, which belonged to over 500 different fabrics. Around 100 of
them were made of silk. They were found in seven tower tombs of Palmyra’s West necropolis
and date from the 1st cent. BCE to the 2nd cent. CE.6 The majority of them were cut
into pieces and used as mummy wraps.7 Their materials consist both of fibers that were
1

2
3
4
5

6
7

Seneca, de Beneficiis 7,9,5-9: Video sericas vestes, si vestes vocandae sunt, in quibus nihil est, quo defendi aut corpus aut denique
pudor possit, quibus sumptis parum liquido nudam se non esse iurabit. Hae ingenti summa ab ignotis etiam ad commercium
gentibus accersuntur, ut matronae nostrae ne adulteris quidem plus sui in cubiculo, quam in publico ostendant.
Tacitus, Annales 2,33,1.
Hildebrandt. “Seide als Prestigegut.”
For modern terminology, see, e.g., Hyllested. “Word Migration on the Silk Road.”
The finds have been published by Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Die Textilien aus Palmyra. See now also Evers,
Worlds Apart Trading Together, 62-63. It is beyond the scope of this article to provide a survey of archaeological
silk fabrics in the Mediterranean until Late Antiquity.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, esp. 1-2. 4-5; Evers, Worlds Apart 62.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 5. 56-57. In a rare case, parts of silk clothing were found folded next to
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traditionally used in the Eastern Mediterranean, like flax, hemp, wool and other animal fibers,
and imported fibers like silk, wild silk, and cotton.8 The silks were mostly made of cultivated
Chinese mulberry silk, called bombyx mori, and a smaller group of wild silks from uncultivated
wild silk worm species.9 Because these textiles were protected from light, many of them have
preserved their original splendid colors.10 The most colorful fabrics were made of silk and
wool and used for the outer layers of the mummy wraps, especially in the area of the head,
hands, and feet.11 Because they were cut into pieces, it is usually difficult to reconstruct their
original shape.12 Some of them seem to have been cut in strips even before they reached
Palmyra, which suggests a previous use as a decorative border on clothing.13 A few larger
textiles seem to have been used as a kind of shroud.14 It is important to keep in mind that
these textiles come from a funerary context and represent the wealth of the richest families at
Palmyra whose clothing styles encompass both Roman and Parthian traditions.15 They show
which kinds of silk fabrics were available in the Mediterranean, but it has to be proven on a
case-by-case basis which of these silks were actually used in other regions and contexts in the
ancient Mediterranean.

The Terminology of Silk
Ancient Greek and Latin texts know three terms for silk: bombycinum (or in the plural bombycina),
sericum (or in the plural serica), and metaxa, all of which are still used in Late Antiquity.16
Bombycinum refers etymologically to the insect that produces silk, called bombyx. The earliest
evidence for the use of bombycina is usually assumed to be a passage in Aristotle’s Historia
Animalium that describes the lifecycle of a silk worm and attributes the invention of silk
production to a woman on the Greek island of Cos, thus standing in a long tradition of
Greek writers that attempt to find the “first inventor” of craft techniques.17 The problem
with this passage is that it has no securely dated parallels until the mention of head and face
coverings made of bombykina in an inscription from a sanctuary in Miletus in modern-day

8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

17

the mummy: Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 5 cat. 487.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 8.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 8. 12-13.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 5.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 5. 18. 57.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 36.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 50.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 5.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 18. 49-50.
Variations in spelling occur. The term Coae vestes, “garments from the Greek island of Cos”, seems to have
been popular among Latin poets in the 1st centuries BCE and CE respectively who do not specify the material
and will not be included in this discussion. There is no evidence for the unravelling of Chinese silks in the
Mediterranean. See also Hildebrandt, “Silk Production and Trade,” 34-37, 39.
Aristoteles, Historia Animalium 5,19 (551b 10-15); Thraede, “Das Lob des Erfinders.”
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Turkey that is dated to the end of the 2nd or the beginning of the 1st century BCE.18 It is thus
safe to assume that this kind of silk reached the Mediterranean at least during the Hellenistic
period. The term was more frequently used from the last third of the 1st century BCE on and
might have originally referred to wild silks since it is always attributed to insects.19
Usually, when we think of silk, we think of the white, shiny, even threads produced by
the cultivated Chinese silk worm that feeds on white mulberry leaves, called bombyx mori20 but
numerous other silk moth species all over the world also produce silk. These species are usually
not cultivated and live in the wild.21 Their products are called wild silk or tussah. Wild silk
threads are uneven in comparison with cultivated mulberry silk and the fabrics made of them
are coarser and less shiny.22 Because the moth is not killed before it hatches from the cocoon, it
breaks through the long silk thread that is wound around the cocoon. Therefore, wild silk needs
to be spun and was in Palmyra used for simpler, monochrome or undyed silk fabrics.23
Cultivated silk might have given rise to another term for silk in Greek and Latin texts that
became popular around the same time as bombycinum in the last third of the 1st century BCE:
sericum, that is probably related to the Chinese word for silk and their producers and traders
in the East, the Seres, which literally means the “silk people”.24 Sericum is until Late Antiquity
likened to or confused with plant fibers like linen or “tree-wool” (probably cotton), which
shows that its origin was as mysterious to Roman authors as the people who produced it.25
The plural form serica denotes both fabrics and garments. Silk yarns are sometimes specified
by the word for “yarn” or “thread”, “nema”.26
This period coincides with the conquest of Egypt by the Romans in 30 BCE that gave
access to the important maritime trade routes to India through the Red Sea and the Western
Indian Ocean that are described in a trader’s handbook from the 1st century CE, the Periplus
Maris Erythraei, the “Circumnavigation of the Red Sea”.27 From the 2nd century CE on, a third
term for silk becomes more frequent: metaxa. It has been suggested that it indicates wild silk,
but rather, it seems to have referred to silk skeins, i.e., some form of loosely coiled strings of
silk, made from the silk threads gathered from the cocoons. These skeins were practical for
the transport of the raw material that could be further processed at its destination through
dyeing, plying, or spinning.28
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Herrmann, Günther and Ehrhardt, Inschriften von Milet, 213–215 no. 1357.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 35-36.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 8. 12-13.
Peigler,”Wild Silks of the World.”
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 13.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 12-13.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 34.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 35. See also below.
See, e.g., the Periplus Maris Erythraei 39,5-6; 49,28-31. For a translation, see Casson, The Periplus Maris Erythraei. SchmidtColinet and Stauffer, Textilien, cat. 219 and 455, 53 are cases where fabrics were woven in the West with imported silk yarn.
Egypt was an important transshipment point for the 1st century CE silk trade with India: Periplus Maris Erythraei
39; 49. See also McLaughlin, Rome and the Distant East, esp. chap. 2.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 36.
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From the 3rd century CE on, we also find distinctions between half-silken (subserica) and
pure silk fabrics (holoserica). While holosericum seems to have originated in the Greek East,
possibly coined by traders at the Western ends of the Silk Roads, the etymology of subsericum
points to a Latin origin, which might be related to the luxury discourses around silken textiles
for which half-silken garments were regarded as a compromise.29 While ancient texts usually
do not specify which materials were used for mixed silk fabrics (with the exception of the
early medieval author Isidorus of Seville who mentions silk as weft and linen as a warp
thread30), nine textile finds from Palmyra show combinations of silk and wool, silk and flax,
and even silk and cotton.31

Origins of Silk
Ancient texts claim that both metaxa and serica were produced by the Seres, who are often translated
as “Chinese” but are literally the “silk people” at the Eastern ends of the Silk Roads, which
could refer to any people dealing with silk.32 The Periplus Maris Erythraei mentions an unknown
country to the North of India, Thina (that probably denotes the Han-Chinese Empire), from
where in the 1st century CE serica were traded to India and then further to the West.33 From the
2nd century on, the origin of serica is increasingly attributed also to India.34 While bombycina are
also attributed to the Seres by ancient authors, they could as well be located on the Greek island
of Cos, in Arabia, Assyria, Ethiopia, and India.35 The texts do usually not distinguish between
the regions of production and the places of trade, which is exacerbated by the fact that ancient
authors did not always use geographical attributions correctly.36
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Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 39.
Isidorus Hispalensis, Etymologiae 19,22,14: Holoserica tota serica; ὅλον enim totum. Tramoserica stamine lineo, trama ex serico.
Evers, Worlds Apart, 63 with fn. 461; Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 10-13; examples for subserica: cat.
224 (cultivated silk-cotton), cat. 254 (wild silk and cotton), cat. 320–321, 454, 489–491 (cultivated silk-wool
and/or other very fine animal fiber), cat. 455 (cultivated silk-flax).
For example Hesychius s.v. Σῆρες· ζῷα νήθοντα μέταξαν. ἢ ὄνομα ἔθνους, ὅθεν ἔρχεται καὶ τὸ ὁλοσήρικον;
Aelius Herodianus, Partitiones p. 125,10: σὴρ, ὁ σκώληξ, καὶ κλίνεται σηρός: σηρικὸν ὕφασμα, τὸ μεταξωτόν;
Photius, Lexicon, s.v. Σῆρες: ἔθνος ἔνθα ἡ μέταξα γίνεται· ἐξ οὗ καὶ Σηρικὰ τὰ ἐκ μετάξης ὑφασμένα λέγεται.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 34.
Periplus Maris Erythraei 64. See also McLaughlin, Rome, 131-133.
Aelius Herodianus et Ps.-Herodianus, De Prosodia Catholica 3,1 p. 398 l. 1: Σήρ ἔθνος Ἰνδικόν, ὅθεν σηρικὰ
τὰ πολυτελῆ ἱμάτια. Clemens Alexandrinus, Paedagogus 2,10bis,107,3-4: Εἰ δὲ συμπεριφέρεσθαι χρή, ὀλίγον
ἐνδοτέον αὐταῖς μαλακωτέροις χρῆσθαι τοῖς ὑφάσμασιν μόνον τὰς μεμωρημένας λεπτουργίας καὶ τὰς ἐν ταῖς
ὑφαῖς περιέργους πλοκὰς ἐκποδὼν μεθιστάντας, νῆμα χρυσοῦ καὶ σῆρας Ἰνδικοὺς καὶ τοὺς περιέργους βόμβυκας
χαίρειν ἐῶντας.
Propertius, Elegiae 2,3,15 (Arabia); Plinius maior, Naturalis Historia 11,27,77; 11,25,75 (Cos and Assyria); Gregorius
Nyssenus, In Ecclesiasten, Homily III 326,18 [p.327] (Seres); Servius, Commentarius in Vergilii Georgica 2,121: apud
Aethiopiam, Indos et Seras sunt quidam in arboribus vermes et bombyces appellantur, qui in aranearum morem tenuissima fila
deducunt, unde est sericum: nam lanam arboream non possumus accipere, quae ubique procreator.
See, e.g., Schneider, L‘Éthiopie et l‘Inde.
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It is therefore necessary to turn to archaeological finds, which suggest that both China
and India produced silk at least from the 3rd millennium BCE on, India probably wild silks
and China mainly cultivated bombyx mori silk.37
A majority of the Palmyrene silks (80%) was made of bombyx mori silk and originated in
China.38 Among these Chinese silks, we find three kinds that differ in technique, color, and
iconography. As is typical for Chinese silks, the warp dominates the pattern, not the weft like
in Western fabrics.39 The biggest group consists of monochrome warp-faced tabbies made
of densely woven fine mulberry silk threads (fig. 1).40 The second group consists of so-called
Han-damasks, i.e., warp-faced monochrome tabbies with warp floats and patterns that are
visible from a certain angle and display typical Chinese elements like masks, jade rings, and
lozenges (fig.2).41 The third, even smaller group consists of warp-faced compound tabbies,
so-called jin silks. The silks of this group are the most elaborate fabrics of their time and
could probably rarely be bought.42 Some even display woven Chinese characters (fig. 3).43
Finally, one outstanding silk, a warp-faced compound tabby with a motif of men harvesting
grapes and animals under vines combines a typical Eastern weaving technique with Western
motifs. It seems that its weaver was not very familiar with the weaving technology, which
suggests that it was produced outside of China (fig. 4).44
Six of the silks found in Palmyra consisted of wild silk that might have originated in
India (fig. 5).45

Kenoyer, “Textiles and Trade in South Asia,” esp. 18-20, 23.
Evers, Worlds Apart, 63; Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, esp. 12–13, 26–28, with the typical examples for
Chinese weaving techniques and patterns, including Chinese characters: cat.no. 223 (warp-faced compound tabby),
240, 521, and for parallels in Xinjiang cat.no. 449 and 450. See also Żuchowska, “From China to Palmyra.”
39
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 26.
40
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 27; see, e.g., cat. 447.
41
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 27 and cat. 15. 315-318. 449-452.
42
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 27-28.
43
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien: cat. 223 and 521.
44
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 28. 47-48. 145-146 and cat. 240; see also Żuchowska, “Transferring
Patterns Along the Silk Road.”
45
Evers, Worlds Apart, 63 with fn. 463; Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien: cat. 254, 305, 308, 312, 313, 314.
37
38
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Figure 1. Warp-faced silk tabby from Palmyra
with embroidered flowers.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat. no. 447, pl. VII d.

Figure 2. So-called “Han-damask” from Palmyra
with masks, lozenges, jade rings, and flowers.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat. no. 451, pl. VII e.

Figure 3. Warp-faced compound tabby from
Palmyra with jade rings, dragons, stylized figures, flowers, and Chinese characters.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat. no. 223, pl. VIII a.

Figure 4. Silk with Chinese weaving technique
and “Western-style” pattern from Palmyra.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat. no. 240 pl. 96 a.

Figure 5. Wild silk fabric from Palmyra. © A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat. no. 305 pl. 76 b.
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Furthermore, ancient Indian texts distinguish between native wild silks and imported silk
from China or Central Asia.46 Chinese silk terminology even distinguishes between a wealth
of different weaving techniques such as, among others, plain, coarse, and twill-patterned
tabby weaves along with damasks, gauzes, crepe, taqueté, and incised silk or silk tapestry,
as well as polychrome silks.47 Next to cultivated bombyx mori silk, China might have also
produced wild tussah silk.48 Although it has been claimed that there was indigenous (wild) silk
production in the Mediterranean from the 4th century BCE on, there is currently not enough
written or archaeological evidence to prove it.49 Rather, it seems that silk cultivation only
reached the Mediterranean in the 6th century CE (which would also explain the persistent
confusion of serica with textile products made of plant fibres), when, according to the author
Procopius, silk worm eggs and the knowledge of sericulture were smuggled into Byzantium
by monks from the East.50

Qualities of Silk
The only explicit reference to different kinds of silk qualities is found in a poem of the
1st-century poet Martial who lists “first quality silk” (in Latin: prima serica) among precious
gifts for a girlfriend.51 However, it remains unclear which criteria were applied to distinguish
between silk qualities. The color, fineness, and evenness of the thread that impacted the
appearance of the woven fabric might have played a role, which could be connected to the
differences between wild and cultivated silk fibres, the former usually resulting in coarser
and less shiny fabrics than the use of the latter. However, the differences between wild and
cultivated silk were probably referred to by the terms bombycina and serica, as already argued.52
This hypothesis is corroborated by the fact that authors like Apuleius and Clement of
Alexandria, who wrote in the 2nd century CE, used bombycina and serica in parallel.53 Also, legal
46
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Kenoyer, Textiles 22: kauśeya-silk and Cīṇa-paṭṭa-silk.
Hao, “Sericulture and Silk Weaving,” 65.
Kenoyer, Textiles, 23.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 35-36; Bender Jørgensen, “The Question of Prehistoric Silks in Europe.”
Procopius, Bellum Gothicum 4,17,1-8 (=History of the Wars 8,17,1-8).
Martialis, Epigrammata 11,27,11. The term prima has parallels in other poems of Martial, e.g. when he talks about
gems (Martialis, Epigrammata 12,66,5). We also find it in Diocletian’s Edict of Maximum Prices where it is used
to distinguish qualities of skins (Edictum Diocletiani de pretiis rerum venalium 8,1a. 8,2. 8,6a. 8,23a). Similarly, the
1st century author Pliny distinguishes different qualities of incense by classifying them as “best”, “second” and
“third” (Plinius, Naturalis Historia 12,32,65). See also Evers, Worlds Apart, 70, for different price categories for
pepper, frankincense and myrrh.
The difference between cultivated and wild silk threads becomes clearly visible under the microcope: SchmidtColinet and Stauffer, Textilien, pl. 102 g and h.
Apuleius, Metamorphoses 8,27,1-3; Clemens Alexandrinus, Paedagogus 2,10bis,107,3-4: Εἰ δὲ συμπεριφέρεσθαι χρή,
ὀλίγον ἐνδοτέον αὐταῖς μαλακωτέροις χρῆσθαι τοῖς ὑφάσμασιν μόνον τὰς μεμωρημένας λεπτουργίας καὶ τὰς
ἐν ταῖς ὑφαῖς περιέργους πλοκὰς ἐκποδὼν μεθιστάντας, νῆμα χρυσοῦ καὶ σῆρας Ἰνδικοὺς καὶ τοὺς περιέργους
βόμβυκας χαίρειν ἐῶντας
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texts about garments distinguished between those that consisted of wool and linen and those
made of serica and bombycina.54 None of them gives an explanation concerning the difference
between the two materials though. It is also possible that Martial, since he mentions only
serica, refers to different silk qualities gathered from one and the same cocoon, like the short
threads from its outside and inside that can be spun into yarns of lesser quality as opposed
to the high-quality, long thread from its middle part that can be unreeled if the moth has not
hatched and broken through it. Yet another possibility is that plant fibers were mistaken for
silk and regarded as “lesser quality silk”. For example, in his description of India, the ancient
geographer Strabo writes that “wool from trees” was used to weave fine fabrics and to pad
saddles, and that serika (in the Greek spelling) are of the same kind, namely a certain kind of
bark named byssos,55 a Greek term for linen and cotton.

Weaving Techniques and Different Kinds of Silk Fabrics
While it is not possible to determine what ancient authors meant when they spoke about
different silk qualities, we are on safer ground with regard to their descriptions of silk fabrics.
Many early texts, starting from the second half of the 1st century BCE, address the revealing
qualities of silks. A prime example is a text by the philosopher Seneca in which he lets the
philosopher Demetrius criticize the Roman matrons’ predilection for serica garments that
revealed as much of their bodies in public as to their assumed paramours in the bedroom.56
This quality is also typical for bombycina: The 2nd cent. author Apuleius describes a beautiful
young woman in a mantle that reveals her body contours, either because wind is lifting it
away from her or pressing it against her and delineating her forms.57 Apuleius’ description
suggests that the material was so delicate and soft that it could be lifted by a breeze or cling
tightly to its wearer. Such light silks are probably also the target of the already mentioned
Christian author Clement of Alexandria who admonishes women to abstain from wearing
very thin or elaborately woven fabrics as well as fabrics with gold threads, Indian silks (seras
Indikous), and sumptuous bombyx-silks (bombykas).58 None of the authors explains, however,
whether the revealing effect of these silks is to be attributed to their diaphanous quality
or their conformability to the body. We can assume that fine, high-quality silks were also
54
55
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Digesta 34,2,23,1.
Strabo 15,1,20.
Seneca, de Beneficiis 7,9,5-9.
Apuleius, Metamorphoses 10,31,1-3: Super has introcessit alia, visendo decore praepollens, gratia coloris ambrosei designans
Venerem, qualis fuit Venus, cum fuit virgo, nudo et intecto corpore perfectam formonsitatem professa, nisi quod tenui pallio
bombycino inumbrabat spectabilem pubem. Quam quidem laciniam curiosulus ventus satis amanter nunc lasciviens reflabat, ut
dimota pateret flos aetatulae, nunc luxurians aspirabat, ut adhaerens pressule membrorum voluptatem graphice liniaret. Ipse autem
color deae diversus in speciem: corpus candidum, quod caelo demeat, amictus caerulus, quod mari remeat.
Clemens Alexandrinus, Paedagogus 2,10bis,107,3: Εἰ δὲ συμπεριφέρεσθαι χρή, ὀλίγον ἐνδοτέον αὐταῖς μαλακωτέροις
χρῆσθαι τοῖς ὑφάσμασιν μόνον τὰς μεμωρημένας λεπτουργίας καὶ τὰς ἐν ταῖς ὑφαῖς περιέργους πλοκὰς ἐκποδὼν
μεθιστάντας, νῆμα χρυσοῦ καὶ σῆρας Ἰνδικοὺς καὶ τοὺς περιέργους βόμβυκας χαίρειν ἐῶντας.
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highlighting the body contours of their wearers through their shine. The Augustan poet
Ovid, for example, likens the long, exquisite hair of a lover to the silk fabrics of the Seres,
evoking notions of lightness, delicateness, and shine.59
In the 1st century CE, Plutarch is describing an object that is at the same time light (lepton
in Greek) and thick (pyknon in Greek), like serika and byssina-fabrics (here we see again how
closely interlinked silk and fine plant fibers were in the perception of ancient authors).60 It
is possible that these silks consisted of a densely woven tabby made of delicate and shiny
bombyx mori-threads.
Another possibility is that the revealing silk dresses consisted of loosely woven, gauzelike fabrics that allowed views of the body underneath. In Palmyra, half-silken, very fine
fabrics have been found that could have provided such an effect (fig. 6).61 The poet Lucan
might have had these fabrics in mind when he wrote about the white breasts of the Egyptian
Queen Cleopatra that shimmered through her silken garment as well as Pliny the Elder who
claimed that the bodies of the Roman matrons shone through their silk dresses.62 We also
know of wall paintings from the cities that, after the volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius in
79 CE, were buried under its ashes. One such painting from Herculaneum shows a woman in
a translucent dress that at first glance gives the impression that she was half-naked (her lower
body is covered by a mantle), were it not for the folds of her garment that gather around her
elbows.63 However, we do not know how much of this transparency is due to artistic license,
or even which material the artist wanted to depict.
It is also difficult to assess whether these very thin silks were used throughout antiquity.
A passage in the Historia Augusta (probably written in the 4th century CE) claims that the
emperor Commodus, who lived in the second half of the 2nd century CE, appeared in public
in a silken garment that revealed, for all to see, details of his groin, which was considered
highly inappropriate.64 It is impossible to say though whether the author described a historical
event or wanted to assassinate the emperor’s character. We have, however, evidence that light
silks were valued despite their possible transparency. The philosopher Demetrius purportedly
criticized that silk garments, music, and masks were able to distract from a badly executed
dance performance, which indirectly testifies to the aesthetic properties of fluttering, fine
silk garments that must have been an integral part of the dance.65 Moreover, silks were
59
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Ovidius, Amores 1,14,5-8: Quid, quod erant tenues, et quos ornare timeres, / vela colorati qualia Seres habeant, / vel pede
quod gracili deducit aranea filum, / cum leve deserta sub trabe nectit opus?
Plutarchus, de Pythiae Oraculis 4, 396 B 7: ὦ ξένε, κωλύει ταὐτὸν εἶναι καὶ λεπτὸν καὶ πυκνὸν, ὥσπερ τὰ σηρικὰ καὶ
τὰ βύσσινα τῶν ὑφασμάτων, ἐφ᾽ ὧν καὶ Ὅμηρος εἶπε.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, cat.no. 489-490 with pl. 74c (silk and wool).
Lucanus, Bellum Civile 10,137-143 uses the verb perlucent. Plinius maior, Naturalis Historia 6,20,54 uses the verb
traluceat.
Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, inv. 9024. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Herculaneum_
Fresco_001.jpg.
Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Commodus 13,1: vitio etiam inter inguina prominenti, ita ut eius tumorem per sericas vestes
populus Romanus agnosceret.
Lucianus, de Saltatione 63.
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appreciated for their temperature-balancing properties. As such, Pliny the Elder complains
that men preferred to wear bombyx-silk garments because of their lightness in summer.66 The
popularity of silk also incited the Roman senate in 16 CE, during the reign of the emperor
Tiberius, to stipulate that men should not be “disgraced” by wearing silk garments.67 This
restriction was probably not very successful, because the rhetoric teacher Quintilian writes in
the 2nd half of the 1st century CE that he was willing to make concessions with regard to the
material of the traditional garment for male Roman citizens, the toga, but to a degree: While
it was not necessary that the toga consisted of a coarse fabric (probably wool), it should also
not be made of silk.68 We can only guess how many Roman citizens infuriated the moralists
by wearing the traditional garment in a silken version.

Figure 6. Half-silken gauze fabric from Palmyra. © A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat.no. 490, pl. 74c.

Quintilian is an exception among the earlier authors that write about silk clothes, in that
he mentions the (possible) shape of the silk garment. Usually, early texts only speak of serica
or bombycina, which could refer to silk fabrics or garments of different qualities and shapes. In
Late Antiquity, texts become more specific both with regards to the kinds of silks used and the
garments made of them. In the emperor Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices, dated to the
year 301 CE, we find several references to silk garments, the maximum price of which varies
according to whether they were made of pure silk or only half silk. Among the silk clothes
66

67
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Plinius, Naturalis Historia 11,27,78: nec puduit has vestes usurpare etiam viros levitatem propter aestivam: in tantum a lorica
gerenda discessere mores ut oneri sit etiam vestis.
Tacitus, Annales 2,33,1: ne vestis Serica viros foedaret
Quintilianus, Institutio Oratoria 12,10,47: Do tempori, ne hirta toga sit, non ut serica.
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are a long garment with sleeves (strictoria) in half-silk or pure silk quality, a tunic with sleeves
and hypoblatta-purple stripes made of half-silk fabric (dalmatica), and a hooded garment with
sleeves (dalmaticomafortium) made either of half-silk or pure silk fabrics with different qualities
of purple stripes.69 We even learn about the weaving techniques that were used for silks: one
passage in the Edict talks about the wages for silk weavers and distinguishes between those
with a lower wage, who probably produced tabby weaves, and those with a higher wage, who
wove scut(u)lata silks that have been identified as damasks with a geometric pattern.70 We also
learn about tapestry weavers (plumarii) and barbaricarii who embellished silks, the latter with
gold thread, and about spinners who spun (probably woolen) purple threads, probably for
weaving into silken fabrics.71 At Palmyra, a precious mulberry silk tunic from the tomb of
Elahbel, dated to 103 CE and woven in damask technique, had inwoven stripes made of
purple-dyed silk. It is one example of Palmyrene checkered silk damasks that were possibly
woven in Syria, using imported bombyx mori silk yarns (fig. 7).72 The other example is a green
checkered damask that was probably woven earlier than the tunic because it shows numerous
weaving mistakes (fig. 8).73 These silk fabrics are probably made of a more solid quality than
the revealing silks of the early imperial period.

Figure 7. Silk damask tunic with
purple wool stripe.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat.no. 453 pl. 79 c.

69
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Figure 8. Silk damask with weaving mistakes.
© A. Schmidt-Colinet, cat.no. 319, pl. 80 a.

Edictum Diocletiani 20, 1a.2; 19,10.18; 22, 9.14 (strictoria), 19,8; 22, 8.12 (dalmatica), 19,12-17; 22.11.13
(dalmaticomafortium).
Edictum Diocletiani 20,11. Wild, “The Textile Term Scutulatus”; Wild, “The Roman Horizontal Loom”; Wild,
“Textile Technology.”
Edictum Diocletiani 20,1-2. 20,7. 24,14-15. Wild and Droß-Krüpe, 301-320; Gleba, “Auratae vestes: Gold Textiles,”
esp. 63.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, cat. 453, 13. 22-23. 35. 159. 178; Evers, Worlds Apart, 63.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, cat. 319, esp. 23. 53.
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This assumption is corroborated by passages in the Historia Augusta where silk garments
are given to subordinates by the emperors. An example is the later emperor Claudius
(Gothicus) who received, among many other garments, a half-silken white garment with
purple-dye from the emperor Valerian.74 Also, Valerian’s son Gallienus tried to win Claudius
over by sending him numerous gifts that included a white half-silken dress.75 Since it would
not make sense to assume that the emperors dealt out clothes that disgraced their wearers,
we can rule out diaphanous fabrics. These subserica might have been less revealing because
they combined the silk thread with cotton, flax, linen, or wool as mentioned above. Also, it
can be assumed that they were perceived as less luxurious and less inappropriate because they
combined traditional textile materials with silk.76 The forms and uses of the garments might
have influenced the choice of silk yarn qualities and the weaving techniques employed.77
However, given the highly politically charged discourses surrounding the use of silk during
antiquity and the excellent qualities of very fine wool and linen yarns available,78 choosing silk
over those materials was a conscious status statement.

Colours
Several texts prove that silks could be dyed. Most frequently, they mention purple that was
typical for royal garments.79 Cleopatra’s silken dress in Lucan’s description was purple-dyed.80
In his novel, the author Heliodorus lets ambassadors of the Seres bring silk garments as
gifts to a king. One of these garments is purple-dyed (phoinikobaphés in Greek) and one
either “very white” or “very shiny” (leukotatos), which would point to bombyx mori silk.81 The
“Phoenician” color refers to the famous purple dye facilities in the Eastern Mediterranean
and the author probably thought of imported silk yarns that were dyed there, like the purple74
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Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Claudius 14,8: albam subsericam unam cum purpura Girbitana; Harlow, “Dress in the
Historia Augusta,” 150.
Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Claudius 17,6: albam subsericam.
This is supported by the comment that the “bad” emperor Heliogabalus used dresses made of pure silk
although half-silken ones were already in use before his time: Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Heliogabalus 26,1:
Primus Romanorum holoserica veste usus fertur, cum iam subsericae in usu essent.
A comprehensive catalogue and analysis of the extant silk finds is still a desideratum. The question whether, and
if, to which degree the spread of new weaving and/or spinning technologies or the adaptation of techniques
developed for traditional fine fibres like wool and linen might have had an impact on the kinds of silk fabrics
available in the Mediterranean exceeds the scope of this paper. It seems, however, that silk increasingly
substituted fine wool in Palmyra: Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 2. 51.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 8-11.
Reinhold, History of Purple as a Status Symbol; Steigerwald, “Das kaiserliche Purpurprivileg.”
Lucanus, Bellum Civile 10,137-143. In a similar vein, the author Apuleius uses the contrast between a light body
and a purple silk garment to enhance the revealing qualities of silk: Apuleius, Metamorphoses 10,31,1-2.
Heliodorus, Aethiopica 10,25,2: Μετὰ τοῦτον οἱ Σηρῶν προσήγοντο πρεσβευταί, τῶν παρ᾽ αὐτοῖς ἀραχνίων
νήματά τε καὶ ὑφάσματα τὴν μὲν φοινικοβαφῆ τὴν δὲ λευκοτάτην ἐσθῆτα προσκομίζοντες.
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dyed silk skeins that are mentioned in Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices.82 In one of the
“Western-style” silks of Palmyra, the warp thread consists of purple-dyed bombyx mori silk
yarn.83 Depending on the purple quality, these silks could be extremely expensive. Diocletian’s
Edict of Maximum Prices shows that blatta-purple-dyed silk yarn was nearly 13 times more
expensive than undyed silk yarn.84

Purple and Gold Silks
Late Antique texts increasingly mention purple-dyed silks and also silks that were embroidered
or interwoven with gold threads.85 The splendid combination of gold threads and purple
silk, often damask, is also amply attested to in archaeological fabrics.86 Many of the gold
threads that have been found in excavations had a silken core.87 Already the 2nd-century
author Apuleius wrote about thieves who stole fabrics of silk and gold.88 In the 3rd century
CE, the Christian author Cyprian criticized luxurious silk garments that are interwoven with
gold and hyacinth-purple threads.89 In the 4th century CE, Gregory of Nyssa followed suit by
arguing against the use of luxurious garments among which he counted the gold-embellished
and purple-dyed silks (bómbykes) of the Seres.90 Also in the 4th or early 5th century, the writer
Prudentius tried to convince Christian believers to renounce luxuries like gems, bombyx-silks,
and purple (that, he argues, they have to give up in death anyway).91
The criticism of the Christian authors reveals a similar dichotomy between discourse
and praxis, like the pagan texts, and shows that the use of purple-dyed and gold-embellished
silks must have been quite widespread among the elites.92 This must also have been true for
the emperors and their families, even though moralizing literature in the 4th century CE still
82
83
84
85
86
87

88
89
90

91

92

Edictum Diocletiani 24,13.
Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, cat.no. 429; Evers, Worlds Apart, 77 Anm. 355.
Hildebrandt, Silk Production, 38; Steigerwald, “Die Purpursorten im Preisedikt Diokletians.”
Gleba, Auratae vestes.
Gleba, Auratae vestes; Wild, “Luxury? The North-West End.”
Claudian in his Panegyric to Probinus and Olybrius (Panegyricus dictus Probino et Olybrio consulibus 177-182) describes
how Probia draws out silk and gold threads of equal length and intertwines them into a golden cord: Gleba,
Auratae vestes, 63.
Apuleius, Metamorphoses 4,8,2: vestisque sericae et intextae filis aureis.
Cyprianus, de Habitu Virginum 13: serica contexta cum auro et hyacintho.
Gregorius Nyssenus, In Ecclesiasten, Homily III 326,18 [p.327]: τήν τε τοῦ ἱματίου σκέπην πρὸς τὸν αὐτὸν βλέπων
σκοπὸν κατασκευάσει, ὡς ἂν τὸ γυμνὸν ἐπικαλυφθείη τοῦ σώματος, οὐ πορφυρευτάς τινας καὶ κοκκοβάφους
ἀναζητῶν οὐδὲ τοὺς ῥᾳδιουργοῦντας εἰς νῆμα τοῦ χρυσίου τὴν φύσιν, οὐδὲ τοὺς ἐκ Σηρῶν βόμβυκας
περιεργαζόμενος καὶ τὸ ἐξ αὐτῶν νῆμα διὰ τῆς ὑφαντικῆς περιεργίας ἐσθῆτα ποιῶν πρὸς χρυσὸν καὶ πορφύραν
συγκεκραμένην.
Prudentius, Liber Peristefanon 10, 511-515: Aurum regestum nonne carni adquiritur? / inlusa vestis, gemma, bombyx,
purpura / in carnis usum mille quaeruntur dolis, / luxus vorandi carnis arvinam fovet, / carnis voluptas omne per nefas ruit.
The topic will be treated more in depth in Hildebrandt, “Christian Discourses about Silks in Antiquity.”
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condemns the use of silks.93 We hear, for example, that among the garments of the emperor
Commodus that were sold after his death were silk garments interwoven with gold threads94
and, likewise, that the emperor Marcus Aurelius sold his wife’s silken and golden clothes.95
The emperor Aurelian purportedly denied his wife the use of a blatta-purple-dyed mantle
because he could not approve of a garment that was “worth its weight in gold.”96 In contrast,
in the year 398 CE, the court poet Claudian praised the child emperor Honorius’ purple-dyed
silken robe that he wore on the occasion of his 4th consulate and that was embellished with
gold threads and precious stones, a so-called trabea.97 The silk fabric must have been heavy
enough to bear the weight of the stones, which, even though the poet does not elaborate,
shows that this kind of silk differed considerably from the early silks.
Not only did the silk fabrics change (or at least become available in many different
qualities), also the way in which they were judged changed. If we leave moralizing authors
behind and look at the legislation, we can see that the emperors increasingly tried to
monopolize the trade and production of silk and also the use of purple-dyed silks.98 The
first of the laws regarding silk was issued by Valentinian and Valens in the year 369 CE.
It forbade weaving decorative borders of silk interwoven with gold or garments that were
decorated with these borders (paragaudae) for private persons of both sexes. The production
of these textiles was to be the exclusive right of the imperial workshops.99 Another law that
was issued in 384 CE during the reign of Valentinian, Theodosius, and Arcadius stipulates
that no private person was to donate silk garments as a gift during games.100 It seems that
half-silken clothes did not violate the monopoly of the emperors, since we know of a letter,
dated to 393 CE, from the former consul Symmachus to the vicarius Africae, Magnillus, in
which he talks about half-silken dresses (we do not learn in which shape they came) that
he wished to procure for distribution at the games that marked the beginning of his son’s
new office as quaestor.101 Yet another law that was issued during the reign of Valentinian,
Theodosius, and Arcadius, between 384 and 392 CE, forbade every private citizen to dye
wool and silk with the highly precious blatta-purple. Also, the sale of purple-dyed silks was
Harlow, Dress.
Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Pertinax, 8,2: vestis subtegmine serico aureis filis insigni opere.
95
Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Marcus Aurelius 17,4: vestem uxoriam sericam et auratam.
96
Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Aurelianus 45,3–5: ut unico pallio blatteo serico uteretur.
97
Claudius Claudianus, Panegyricus dictus Honorio Augusto Quartum Consuli 8,600: tribuere colorem / Phoenices, Seres
subtegmina, pondus Hydaspes. Even though the term “subtegmina” could allude to a half-silken dress, it seems more
probable that it is a poetic pars-pro-toto and that the garment was actually of pure silk. See also Hildebrandt, “Das
Gewand des Honorius in der Dichtung Claudians.”
98
For a compilation see Nardi, “La seta nella normativa.”
99
Codex Theodosianus 10,21,1: Auratas ac sericas paragaudas auro intextas tam viriles quam muliebres privatis usibus contexere
conficereque prohibemus et in gynaeceis tantum nostris fieri praecipimus.
100
Codex Theodosianus 15,9,1: Nulli privatorum liceat holosericam vestem sub qualibet editione largiri.
101
Symmachus, Epistulae 5,20,2: Et tamen obeunda nec procul locatus omittis: nam et vestes subsericas quas homines mei post
inlationem pretii retentabant et instructum reliquum muneralium praemiorum tuus coegit instinctus. Paola Rivolta Tiberga,
Commentario storico al libro V dell’Epistolario di Quinto Aurelio Simmaco (Pisa 1992) 123-125 and 31 with fn. 35.
93
94
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not allowed and anyone disrespecting the law had to expect the loss of all their assets and
even capital punishment.102 It has been argued that this law only forbade private citizens
to produce and sell such silks, not to buy and use them.103 In any case, it seems that it was
already difficult enough to control silk production and trade since a law that was promulgated
between 393 and 395 CE by Theodosius, Arcadius, and Honorius forbade independent dyers
to imitate imperial purple on wool and silk and, again, violations were punishable by death.104
Apparently, the previous law had inspired creative attempts to achieve the precious purple
color with other dyestuffs. Moreover, between 384 and 392 CE, Valentinian, Theodosius, and
Arcadius stipulated that only the comes commerciorum, the official who oversaw the trade at the
frontiers of the empire, was allowed to buy silk from the “barbarians”, which forbade the silk
trade for everyone else.105
While these laws primarily sought to monopolize the production and trade of (certain
kinds of) silks, the emperors also increasingly tried to monopolize their use. A law from the
year 393 CE, issued under Theodosius, Arcadius, and Honorius, targeted the apparel of a
certain kind of actress, the mimae. They were not allowed to wear jewels, silken garments
interwoven or embellished with gold, or silks embroidered or embellished in a certain
way that probably created a relief effect (sigillatis sericis).106 If we compare these silks with
Honorius’ elaborate robe, it seems that the law was issued in order to reserve purple-dyed
silks embellished with gems and gold exclusively for the use of the emperors.107
However, the actresses were obviously allowed to use scutlata-damask silks and silk
garments dyed in various colors. A multicolored silk wreath is already mentioned by the
elder Pliny.108 Another reference comes from the author Dionysios Periegetes who, in the
2nd century CE, compares the “skillfully made garments” (polydaidala heimata) of the Seres
with flowers on a meadow.109 The comparison of textiles with flowers was common, as
also Cassius Dio shows. He writes that friends and followers of the emperor Caligula wore
“flower-like” garments during a festive event in the Gulf of Naples.110 In the 5th century CE,
an Armenian author compares a meadow of blooming flowers with colorful fabrics that are
Codex Iustinianus 4,40,1: Fucandae atque distrahendae purpurae vel in serico vel in lana, quae blatta vel oxyblatta atque
hyacinthina dicitur, facultatem nullus possit habere privatus.
103
Steigerwald, Kaiserliche Purpurprivileg, 219-220.
104
Codex Iustinianus 11,9,3: Vellera adulterino colore fucata in speciem sacri muricis tingere non sinimus nec tinctum cum rhodino
prius sericum alio postea colore fucari, cum de albo omnium colorum tingendi copia non negetur: nam capitalem poenam illicita
temptantes suscipient; Steigerwald, Kaiserliche Purpurprivileg, 221-222, esp. 222 with fn. 105: These prohibitions seem
to have been inoperative latest by 430 CE since they were not part of the Codex Theodosianus.
105
Codex Iustinianus 4,40,2: Comparandi serici a barbaris facultatem omnibus, sicut iam praeceptum est, praeter comitem
commerciorum etiamnunc iubemus auferri.
106
Codex Theodosianus 15,7,11: Nulla mima gemmis, nulla sigillatis sericis aut textis utatur auratis. ... Uti sane isdem scutlatis et
variis coloribus sericis auroque sine gemmis collo brachiis cingulo non vetamus.
107
Hildebrandt, Gewand.
108
Plinius, Naturalis Historia 21,8,11: veste serica versicolori.
109
Dionysius Periegeta 752-757: εἵματα πολυδαίδαλα … εἰδόμενα χροιῇ λειμωνίδος ἄνθεσι ποίης.
110
Dio Cassius 59,17,6: ἐν ἐσθῆσιν ἀνθιναῖς.
102
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carelessly strewn around on the ground.111 None of the texts explains what these colorful
fabrics in general, and the silks in particular, looked like and what inspired the comparison:
were they monochrome silks in “flower colors”, or polychrome silks, woven in tapestry
technique or with a repeated pattern,112 or embroidered, maybe even with flower motifs113?
Did they display Chinese motifs, like some of the polychrome silks found in Palmyra (see,
e.g., fig. 3), or were they modified on their way from East to the West, like a Palmyrene bombyx
mori silk with embroidery details that were possibly added in India or Persia (see, e.g., fig. 1)?114
We do not know.
While colorful silks could still be purchased by persons that did not belong to the imperial
family and court, in 424 CE the use of the sought-after purple-dyed silks was severely curtailed
by the emperor Theodosius. He forbade both men and women of any order, profession, and
origin to own or produce purple-dyed silken mantles and tunics which he reserved for his
own use and that of his household. Moreover, all privately owned purple-dyed garments were
to be delivered to the emperor.115 Only 12 years later, in 436 CE, another law issued under
Theodosius and Valentinian describes a case of treason in which nearly 300 Roman pounds
of silk had been purple-dyed in clandestine operations. A part of the purple dyestuff had
been sold and witnesses had been tortured to confess how much of the privately- and stateowned silk respectively had been dyed with state-owned purple.116 Although it seems to have
been difficult to enforce the imperial silk monopolies, the laws give the impression that all
violations were rigorously pursued. The initially highly criticized exotic material had become
part of the imperial representation.

Summary
It could be shown that while Greek and Latin silk terminology distinguishes between wild and
cultivated silk, the forms in which the raw material reached the West (skein, yarn, and fabric)
and the different weaving techniques, colors, and embellishments do not match the variety of
Dalby, Empire of Pleasures, 185 with reference to Lazar Parpeci, Historia 7.
See, e.g., Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 22, 54 regarding elaborate flower patterns in tapestry weave.
113
See, e.g., Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, 30-31 for embroidery with silk yarn on silk fabrics.
114
For an impression of the colors of silk textiles and the patterns of silks see also Thomas; “Perspectives on
the Wide World of Luxury,” esp. 66-67, 70, 77, and Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer, Textilien, color pl. VII and
VIII with cat.no. 518, 451 (with Chinese motifs), 221 (with Central Asian embroidery(?)), 223 (with Chinese
motifs). For a modified embroidered silk see Schmidt-Colinet and Stauffer Textilien, cat.no. 447, esp. 13, 30-31,
47, 175 with colour pl. VII c-d. It is unclear where these modifications were applied. Regions from the Eastern
Mediterranean to Central Asia are under discussion, ranging from Syria and Mesopotamia to Parthia and the
Tarim Basin. See also Evers, Worlds Apart, 63.
115
Codex Theodosianus 10,21,3: Temperent universi, qui cuiuscumque sunt sexus dignitatis artis professionis et generis, ab huiusmodi
speciei possessione, quae soli principi eiusque domui dedicatur. Nec pallia tunicasque domi quis serica contexat aut faciat, quae
tincta conchylio nullius alterius permixtione subtexta sunt.
116
Codex Theodosianus 10,20,18.
111
112
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archaeological silks known in the Mediterranean. The focus of ancient authors – when they
distinguish between different silk qualities - lies firmly on fabrics that were produced in the
West, namely pure silken and half-silken fabrics, checkered “scutlata” damasks, purple-dyed
silks, and silks that were embellished with gold and/or precious stones. Texts related to laws
and trade are most likely to differentiate between different kinds of silk while moralizing texts
mainly focus on the luxury aspect of pure silk that could be increased through purple dye and
gold threads. Also, the legislation mirrors the growing interests of the emperors in the trade,
production, and use of mainly purple-dyed silks and embellishments with gold and jewels
and differentiates accordingly. Silks from the East were usually subsumed under the term
for “silks from the silk people” or simply “silks”. Some of them, like the splendid colorful
Chinese patterned silks, might hide behind the comparisons with flowers, but we cannot
be sure. Some imported silks and their decorations might also have been less appealing to
customers in the Western Mediterranean and therefore have not been singled out. These
findings show the limitations of Western silk terminology and the importance of combining
archaeological and written sources.
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Mana Kia. Persianate Selves: Memories of Place and Origin Before Nationalism. Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 2020. 371 pp. ISBN: 9781503611955. DOI: 10.22679/avs.2021.6.2.007
Persianate Selves highlights the contextual nature of a set of commemorative texts (tazkiras,
travelogues, etc.) from the 17th to early 19th century to answer the following question: What
did possessing the Persian language and its adab mean before modern nationalism? The work
is divided into two parts. The first one explores terms related to homeland and surveys
how storied Persianate figures and narratives could render unknown places intelligible. The
second part of the book delves into questions related to the multiplicity of personal lineages
and challenges mutually exclusive categorizations.
The work seeks to clear the hermeneutical ground from anachronistic, singular, and
seemingly objective presumptions about homeland, origin, and social collectives, which
obscure our understanding of the more expansive pre-nationalist modes of belonging.
Therefore, Persianate Selves works with context-driven terms such as Turan and Hindustan.
It also prefers ‘Indian Timurid’ over ‘Mughal,’ which in Persianate languages functioned as a
marker of prestigious origin rather than that of nationality or loyalty (pp. 155-162).
The central concept of the book is adab, which refers to the “proper forms of aesthetic
style, and ethical conduct” disseminated by basic education (p. 9). It was a common cultural
ground for articulating tastes and distastes, which rendered specificities and distinctions
communicable. Despite its usefulness as a heuristic device, its definition remains somewhat
vague in the book. Commemorative texts served as circulating, textualized sites of
remembering and connected past and contemporary artistic, intellectual, occupational, and
religious groups. These texts also mediated a publicly constructed representation of the
imagined self. According to Jacques Derrida, the autobiographical self requires identification.
This idea, combined with Kia’s view that adab functioned as the mode by which Persians could
identify, is crucial (p. 174). This argument reveals some of the theoretical underpinnings of
the book. Firstly, it draws from Derrida whose notions of aporia and selfhood form the
backbone of the work. Secondly, it embraces the concept of Persianate coined by Marshal
Hodgson, which originally referred to the multilingual cultural orientation of 9th to 13th
century Khurasan and Central Asia inspired by Persian models. Thirdly, Benedict Anderson’s
Imagined Communities also looms large in Mana Kia’s treatment of trans-regional, polyglot
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imagined communities, and allows the author to align nationalism “with the large cultural
systems that preceded it” (p. 196).
Chapter 1 examines how dual pre-Islamic and Persianate Islamic narratives, including the
various redactions of the Shāhnāma and its trans-regionally recognizable figures, places, and
stories, could render certain regions more familiar or distinct to their Persianate audiences.
The chapter also illustrates that terms such as mamlakat may simultaneously refer to smaller
domains (e.g. Georgia) and kingdoms (e.g. mamlakat-i Īrān). The latter in 18th-century texts
denoted the territory of Safavid Iran instead of a fixed, ahistorical land (p. 43). The comparison
of the memories of Ḥazīn (d. 1766) and Kashmīrī (d. 1784) in Chapter 2 illuminates how
these figures remembered the fall of the Safavids in 1722 and the appearance of Nādir
Shāh (r. 1736-47). Indian Timurids relied on Safavid help and friendship, yet, according to
Ḥazīn’s narrative, they failed to return these gestures, and their immoral behavior spoiled the
land of South Asia. While the other author, Kashmīrī, acknowledges the Safavids’ help, he
creates a narrative that enables him to portray Indian Timurids and Safavids as equal parties.
Ḥazīn and Kashmīrī arrived at diverging conclusions, however, both works were nested in a
shared cultural idiom, which enabled them to articulate their disagreements without creating
a cultural dichotomy. Chapter 3 documents how urbanity and built environment represented
just rulership. Rāzī’s (d. 1619) description of the gardens and forts of the Deccan in his Haft
Iqlīm (Seven Climes) emphasized the prosperity of the justly ruled region. It drew attention
to the friendship of the Khurasani born Ẓuhūrī (d. 1619) and his Deccani companion, which
created a trans-regionally understandable framework for accommodating specificities. It also
ascribed geo-cultural significance to new Persianate places.
Chapter 4 examines how learned genealogical chains, lineages of service, and occupations
complicated the identification of the protagonists of the book. In a particularly illuminating
subchapter, Kia discusses how Āzar, in his Ātishkada, aspired to associate poets with Persianate
places to justify his aesthetic proclivities for the communities of ʿIrāq-i ʿajam. Entries dedicated
to women are found at the end of Ātishkada and, unlike elsewhere, their geographical origins
are disregarded. Instead, they are treated separately from male authors. Kia convincingly
argues that manhood (mardānagī) symbolized moral ideals in the Ātishkada, whereas femininity
was associated with the lack thereof. Women’s placement at the end of the work symbolized
a gendered moral hierarchy (p. 119). Chapter 5 argues that thanks to their knowledge of adab,
recent converts to Islam, females, and Turks could also become members of the Persianate. It
demonstrates how porous and historically contextual the names of social collectives, such as
Shāmlū and Qizilbāsh, were. The following chapter elaborates how affiliations were accrued
and fixed in naming practices. Meanwhile, it compares the elastic usage of the term ‘Mughal’
with the mutually exclusive and apparently objective categories of modern nation-states. The
final chapter turns to tazkiras, describing crumbling political power to encapsulate the ways
in which these works created imagined, multi-generational socio-intellectual collectives, and
allowed their authors to construct and display their autobiographical selves.
In comparison with other recent publications, such as The Persianate World: The Frontiers of
a Eurasian Lingua Franca edited by Nile Green (2019) and Richard Eaton’s India in the Persianate
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Age 1000-1765 (2019), Persianate Selves is chronologically more focused. Its terminology
offers an alternative discourse about Persian as a cosmopolitan language. The main text is
followed by a rich endnote section. Footnotes could clarify certain points and ameliorate
the understanding of the multilayered arguments of the book. The system of transliteration
contains a few redundancies in words such as tizkirih and silsilih (p. 109), instead of tazkira
and silsila, and does not mark long vowels (e.g. “Bidil” on page 182 instead of “Bedil”).
However, Persianate Selves makes significant interdisciplinary connections and will surely
animate discussions while opening new theoretical avenues.
Kristóf SZITÁR
Université de Lausanne
Switzerland

Koulouri, Anastasia and Nikolai Mouraviev, eds. Kazakhstan’s Developmental Journey: Entrenched
Paradigms, Achievements, and the Challenge of Global Competitiveness. Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan,
2021. 271 pp. ISBN: 9789811569012. DOI: 10.22679/avs.2021.6.2.008
At the present moment, Kazakhstan has entered a new stage of its evolutionary development,
associated with the beginning of political and economic modernization under the new
leadership of President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. The voluntary resignation of the first
President of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbayev, from the political Olympus, has attracted
increased attention from scholars to an objective study of the political heritage of the ‘Father
of the Nation’ or ‘Elbasy.’
The present collection consists of an introduction and three parts, devoted to the
analysis of some of the most key issues on the agenda of the Government of Kazakhstan
over the past 30 years, including energy (Chapter 2), agriculture (Chapter 3), education
(Chapter 4), public administration (Chapter 5), management of water resources (Chapter 7),
and monotowns (Chapter 8). Many of these issues are capturing increased attention from the
civic groups of Kazakhstan, which in recent years have expressed their opinions more and
more openly.
This collection is very extensive in its content and covers almost all key policy documents
and milestones of the modern model of Kazakhstani development or ‘Kazakhstan’s
Way.’ Indeed, the book scrutinizes the primary goals of Nazarbayev’s following strategies
‘Kazakhstan-2030,’ ‘Kazakhstan-2050,’ the ‘Nurly Zhol’ economic program, and the five
institutional reforms, as well as their impact on the above-mentioned areas.
It is noteworthy that most of the chapters were written by young researchers from
Kazakhstan, who contributed to the significant enrichment of the book with meaningful
empirical data and expert assessments of modern political and socio-economic trends in
Kazakhstan. This approach continues the efforts of the Asian Development Bank Institute,
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the OSCE Academy in Bishkek, and the Central Asia Program at the GWU Elliott School
of International Affairs, among many others, to enforce the Central Asian and Kazakhstani
scholarship by a young generation of Central Asian scholars.
In general, it can be agreed with the authors that the comprehensive study of these fields
and other related areas can provide a deeper understanding of how effective government
policies and programs are, and how they influence the economic development and social
well-being of Kazakhstan. This is doubly interesting considering the plans of Kazakhstan
to become a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.
In fact, topics that reveal the essence and problematic issues of the development of
Public-Private Partnerships (Chapter 6), the Water-Energy-Food Nexus (Chapter 7), and
monotowns (Chapter 8) in Kazakhstan are rarely found in the academic literature. These
three chapters (Chapters 6, 7, and 8) add novelty and relevance for researchers studying
Central Asia and, in particular, Kazakhstan.
In Chapter 8, readers can also find statements by residents of Kazakhstani monotowns
themselves, discussing their personal experiences and existing difficulties. Obviously,
Kazakhstan’s movement towards recovery in the post-COVID-19 period and achieving
carbon neutrality by 2060 will only encourage the interest of scholars in these areas.
Today, the development of agriculture and education, including the privatization of
national universities, teachers’ support, and childcare, are all actively discussed at the meetings
of the National Council of Public Trust, initiated by President Tokayev for closer interaction
with the country’s civil society.1 For example, the domestic political processes taking place
around the introduction of a moratorium on the sale and transfer of land for rent indicate
the formation of an alternative paradigm of dialogue between the state apparatus and the
civil society.2
Despite the enormous amount of data, the book rarely contains fresh statistical data
on the number of people employed in a particular sector. Since 2001, the population of
Kazakhstan employed in agriculture, forestry, and fisheries has decreased from 2.3 million
to 1.2 million in 2020.3 In 2021, the rural population of Kazakhstan consists of 7.7 million
people, or 41 percent of the total population.4 More than 1.1 million people are employed in
the education sector of Kazakhstan, which also makes this area one of the key priorities in

1

President of Kazakhstan. Accessed May 4, 2021. https://www.akorda.kz/ru/events/akorda_news/meetings_
and_sittings/prezident-kasym-zhomart-tokaev-prinyal-uchastie-v-chetvertom-zasedanii-nacionalnogo-sovetaobshchestvennogo-doveriya.

2

‘Kazpravda’ Newspaper. Accessed May 4, 2021. https://www.kazpravda.kz/fresh/view/prezident-obyavilmoratorii-na-popravki-v-zemelnii-kodeks.

3

Bureau of the National Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of
Kazakhstan. “Information and Analytical System.” Accessed May 2, 2021. https://taldau.stat.gov.kz/ru/
NewIndex/GetIndex/702843?keyword=.

4

Prime Minister of Kazakhstan. Accessed May 2, 2021. https://primeminister.kz/ru/news/v-2021-godu-narazvitie-480-sel-napravyat-105-mlrd-tg-mne-rk-2033431.
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the national development agenda.5
At the same moment, the book rarely contains the opinions of Dossym Satpayev,
Rakhim Oshakbayev and his Center for Applied Research ‘TALAP,’ nor those of Olzhas
Kudaibergenov, Alikhan Baymenov, Andrey Chebotarev, Yerlan Karin, experts from the
Kazakhstan Institute for Strategic Studies, and it lacks the voices of other researchers who
today are trying to decipher the official discourse or present a position and opinions that
differ from it, including on such subjects, as public administration, economic reforms, and
social policy.
Finally, Chapter 9 shows that many issues of the modern development of Kazakhstan
overlap in one way or another, and reinforce the importance of their detailed study from
different angles. The authors additionally note the importance of inter-sectoral thinking
and policy integration as key aspects of achieving sustainable development in Kazakhstan.
However, the book covers the regional or international context to a lesser extent, which
cannot but influence the adaptation of the Kazakhstani development model to external
factors.
In this regard, this book could also be recommended to students and researchers not
only in the field of public administration but also in the field of international relations for a
deeper understanding of the domestic context of foreign policy initiatives and the economic
diplomacy of Kazakhstan.
Almas DISSYUKOV
University of Tsukuba
Tsukuba, Japan

Shahrokni, Nazanin. Women in Place: The Politics of Gender Segregation in Iran. Oakland:
University of California Press, 2020. vii + 155 pp. ISBN: 9780520304284. DOI: 10.22679/
avs.2021.6.2.009
Nazanin Shahrokni’s Women in Place is about gender, space, and the state. It is the study of the
contemporary Iranian government’s policies on gender segregation and women’s access to
public spaces in Iran. Based on the author’s doctoral dissertation, completed at UC Berkeley,
the book largely focuses on gender-segregated spaces in the post-revolutionary capital city of
Tehran. The author shows “that the unsettling of the gender order caused by shifts in Iran’s
social, political, and economic environment prompted the Islamic state to develop a new
regime of gender segregation, including strategies that would be flexible enough to address
5

Bureau of the National Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of
Kazakhstan. “Information and Analytical System.” Accessed May 2, 2021. https://taldau.stat.gov.kz/ru/
NewIndex/GetIndex/702840?keyword=.
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the need for women’s increased use of public space while never relinquishing the state’s
authority as regulator” (p. 4). In Women in Place, Shahrokni concludes that gender-segregated
spaces transformed from serving as spaces of exclusion, prohibiting women’s public presence,
to spaces of inclusion, facilitating women’s mobility in public domains.
The book is divided into five chapters: “The Politics of Gender Segregation in Iran”
(pp. 1-29), “Boundaries in Motion: Sisters, Citizens, and Consumers Get on the Bus” (pp.
30-56), “Happy and Healthy in Mothers’ Paradise: Women-Only Parks” (pp. 57-80), “Soccer
Goals and Political Points: The Gendered Politics of Stadium Access and the Expansion of
the State” (pp. 81-108), and “Re-placing Women, Remaking the State: Gender, Islam, and the
Politics of Place Making” (pp. 108-126).
Chapter 1 serves as an introduction in which the author reviews recent scholarship upon
which the study is built, provides chapter outlines, explains the methodological approach, and
lays out the main arguments of the book. While pointing out a lack of a comprehensive plan
on gender segregation from the beginning of its formation, the author maintains that the
disrupted gender order in the wake of the Iranian Revolution facilitated the newly established
Islamic state to develop new policies concerning gender segregation. Although these new
policies were directed at regulating women’s increased use of public space, they were
supposed to help strengthen the state’s authority as regulator. Viewing gender-segregated
spaces as spaces of inclusion, the author highlights the gradual transformation of the state’s
agenda from prohibition to provision through the discourse of protection. Challenging the
commonly accepted view of gender segregation as prohibitive and restrictive, the author
shows that gender segregation does not necessarily exclude women from either public or
political activities.
Chapter 2 examines gender segregation in public transportation, especially on city buses.
The author vividly shows how the metal bar in the bus that acts as a divider between women’s
and men’s sections serves as a symbol of the state’s involvement in securing a place for
women in public transportation, in addition to creating opportunities to increase women’s
mobility in public. In this scenario, the state displays its authority not only by patronizing
women as vulnerable passengers in public transportation but also by acting as negotiator of
the moving divider on the buses.
Chapter 3 introduces women-only parks created in Tehran while highlighting the state’s
growing regulation of gender segregation that brings about prescribed performance among
its subjects. In other words, through protection and provision, the state successfully redraws
the gender boundaries by creating new segregated spaces that allow women to be active in
public, away from the male gaze. Exploring the case of the first women-only parks, known as
the Mothers’ Paradise in Tehran, the author describes these parks as a state project that was
developed based on the discourse of public health, emphasizing the need for access to public
green and exercise spaces for women. This is illustrated by the following quote: “The walls
that embrace the Mothers’ Paradise, just like the metal bars that divide the bus space, signify
the undeniable fact of the state’s enduring authority” (p. 80).
Chapter 4 explores the intricacies of women’s sports spectatorship based on the
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example of Freedom Sports Stadium, where women are prohibited from attending men’s
sports matches. Viewing the ban through the lens of political contestations, the author shows
how political parties use the discourse of gender boundaries to proclaim their assertion of
authority and political power. Examining the cases of parties that prohibit or allow women in
sports arenas, the author demonstrates “how gender segregation has become an instrument
in the pursuit of power, of the assertion of ultimate sovereignty” (p. 85). By patronizing and
regulating women’s bodies and their activities in public, including sports stadiums, different
political entities, both internal and international, lay claims on authority and dominance over
their political adversaries.
Chapter 5 concludes the book by not only revisiting some of the concerns in Chapter
1, but also further challenging the notion of gender segregation while problematizing the
discourses of gender, statehood, and Islam. Viewing state-building intertwined with gendered
processes of city and placemaking, the author points out the lack of a definitive blueprint
used by the state in building the Islamic city, during which process the notions of gender and
Islam are reinterpreted and renegotiated as arbitrated through the imperatives of power and
politics. “By placing women at the center of city-building and state-making projects, women’s
issues have been further politicized, creating opportunities for political struggle at the very
loci wherein gender boundaries are drawn” (p. 124).
Although the author downplays the role of Islam in the state’s mode of regulation from
prohibition to provision, Women in Place clearly presents a bold challenge to the conventional
understanding of gender segregation. It is an excellent study that renders an alternative lens,
allowing us to understand state policies concerning women’s access to public spaces in postrevolutionary Iran. Nazanin Shahrokni’s persuasive critique not only debunks the “outdated”
thinking about gender segregation, but also problematizes the way we understand the roles of
the state, Islam, and “Islamic.” In addition to being a refreshing alternative to the conventional
discourse on gender-segregated spaces, Women in Place poses a significant challenge to the way
the notions of gender, space, and the state have been traditionally viewed.
Aziza SHANAZAROVA
Columbia University
New York, U.S.A.

Bhat, Mohd. Aslam. The Sociology of Central Asian Youth: Choice, Restraint, Risk. New York:
Routledge, 2018. 160 pp. ISBN: 978-0367431808. DOI: 10.22679/avs.2021.6.2.010
Youth studies, although having gained importance in recent decades, does not enjoy its deserved
attention outside the global south. Mohd. Aslam Bhat, a scholar of youth studies, political
sociology, and social research, usefully writes a book about Central Asian youth, exploring
their ‘aspirations, anticipations and risks’ within cultural, political, and sociological discourses
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(p. xii). The book is based on Bhat’s ethnographic research carried out in 2012 for a doctoral
dissertation. By offering a close examination of everyday life episodes of Uzbekistani youth
and relying on his extensive research on Central Asia, Bhat’s main contribution to the debate
is developed around the growing importance of the young population in ‘structure and
agency’ relationships with the state that is not much prioritized by the latter. Most reflection
is given to the transition of the youth into their adulthood. While the youth were considered
‘undifferentiated and generally an unthinking mass’ in Soviet Central Asia and ‘are now barely
thought of by policymakers,’ Bhat strongly argues that the young generation should be the
focus of policymaking in the region (p. 15).
A short prologue is followed by five main chapters. The first chapter – introduction
– takes off with a broad discussion of theoretical concepts on social transformations and
youth studies in general. The chapter is an elaborate examination of classical sociology, postmodern social theory, and the sociology of late or reflexive modernity as a framework for
the study. It also places Uzbekistani youth at the heart of the journey. The second chapter
gives a solid historical background of Central Asia, where ‘social and historical continuities
still persist and make for differently perceived … transitions into adulthood’ (p. 20). For a
reader who is unfamiliar with the region, this gives a sound understanding of the debate that
is further developed.
The third chapter takes a short glimpse into the overall youth culture in Uzbekistan
paying special attention to ‘how is the Soviet model of youth culture politics being reproduced
and continued’ in post-Soviet Central Asia (p. 55). With the help of the existing social and
economic capital of their families, children of the elite class occupied places at top universities
and landed good jobs, while their counterparts lived in poverty. Trying to highlight how
socio-economic and familial background shapes the youth attitude to life, in chapter four
Bhat divides the youth in Uzbekistan into three ‘typological categories’ – the privileged ‘elite
youth’ who are considered to be more ‘modern’ and ‘westernized’ compared to their peers.
They favor the existing system as they and their family benefit from it; the ‘ambitious youth,’
whose hope for a better life is via education; and the ‘impoverished youth,’ whose families are
caught in a disadvantaged position during the transition period of independence. Bhat argues
that the impoverished youth together with vulnerable, ambitious youth constitute what he
refers to as ‘at risk youth’ who share a common unfavorable socio-economic background
mostly ‘due to misappropriation of State property via corruption, abolition of the welfare
state and faulty socio-economic policies’ (pp. 89-90).
In chapter five, Bhat elaborates on the struggles ‘at risk youth’ are facing. As the
education system in the region is not efficient due to ‘decentralisation, destabilisation,
curriculum “over- loading,” …grade and credential corruption,’ it negatively affects the
transition of youth from school to work and to adulthood (p. 93). These all leave especially
disadvantaged young people prone to exposure to (often risky) labor migration, illicit drug
trafficking, dodgy marriage offers abroad (for girls), or religious radicalism. Moreover, Bhat
particularly examines the role of consumerism and desire for western goods by the youth,
who employ them both to be different from the rest of their peers and to self-express, but
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also to not lag behind others. The way young people choose how to dress, use gadgets,
decorate their rooms, and mix their mother tongue with Russian are forms of drawing their
own identity, thus ‘youth identities in Central Asia are idiosyncratically local and uniquely ‘in
between’, proffering a picture of transition and tension’ (p. 48).
Scholars from outside the region faultily assume life in the post-soviet Central Asian states
is alike due to the shared history. Bhat similarly argues that ‘all ‘Central Asia’ is comparable
to the notion of the ‘melting pot’ and in the original Soviet-era melting pot young people
were brought up in an environment that shaped them according to the so-called Soviet ethos,
failing to consider political, socio-economic, and cultural differences’ (p. 26). For example,
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are resource-rich countries while Tajikistan is not. Kyrgyzstan
became an ‘island of democracy’ in the region during the first decade after independence as
it enjoyed both deeper reforms in the market and pluralism in its politics. Although Bhat’s
field research took place in Uzbekistan (Tashkent, Samarkand, Bukhara, and Fergana), he
generalizes the findings, applying them to the ‘the scenario of youth in Central Asia at large’
(p. 26). Limiting the focus to Uzbekistan has straightened the overall inquiry, nevertheless, the
application of what is only found in Uzbekistan to the region as a whole does not fit because
of the apparent political, cultural, and economic diversity.
Despite its shortcomings, Bhat’s Sociology of Central Asian Youth offers a new beginning
for the sociological research of Uzbekistan and Central Asia. The book is a great source
and an interesting reading on youth, adolescence, and school-to-work transitions from the
Central Asian perspective for scholars of the region and for those who are interested in
Central Asian studies in general. Overall, the book leaves the reader wanting towards a deeper
focus on Uzbekistan and its unique character.
Niginakhon URALOVA
Webster University
Tashkent, Uzbekistan

Menga, Felippo. Power and Water in Central Asia. London and New York: Routledge, 2018. 194
pp. ISBN: 9780367667351 (paper); ISBN: 9781138678033 (cloth); ISBN: 9781315559179
(eBook). DOI: 10.22679/avs.2021.6.2.011
In his book, Filippo Menga makes a comprehensive analysis of the history of water usage in
Central Asia, considering the ideological foundations of hydropolitics during and after the
collapse of the Soviet Union. He provides an overview of the negotiations and decisions
of the new Central Asian states (Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan)
concerning the regulation of mutual water resources, with case studies of the Rogun Dam
and Kambarata Dam. Russian conquest of Central Asia in the 1860s turned water regulation
and the development of water supplement infrastructure into one of the main regional
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problems, necessitating intervention by the Tsarist Colonial Administration. This brought
rivalry over water usage and distribution to center stage in relations between Central Asian
tribal rulers seeking favor in the eyes of the new administration.
In the first chapter, Menga provides a brief review of water-politics relations in Central
Asian republics during the Soviet period and for the first twenty years of their independence.
The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the centralized water policy strategy
compelled the new Central Asian states to confront the necessity of developing their own
strategy on the one hand, while also requiring them to learn how to negotiate shared common
water resources.
The second chapter provides a theoretical analysis for a bulk of models of power and
hegemony with its main accents on the neo-Marxist approach of Antonio Gramsci and
the post-Modernist approach of Michel Foucault. The author constructs his own powerhegemony model based on a combination of hard and soft power components, and his own
model of the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony (FHH). This model represents the author’s
innovative definition of hydropolitics as an essential component of contemporary regional
international policy.
The third chapter describes Central Asian water resources from the geopolitical view of
the main river locations. Two main rivers, Amu Darya and Syr Darya, represent two different
examples of FHH problem solutions. The Amu Darya, which flows across the borders
of Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, provides a successful example
of joint water redistribution and usage, as opposed to the Syr Darya, which flows from
Kyrgyzstan through Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan and has become the subject of a constant
boundary conflict. First attempts at water regulation were made by the Tsarist government
and were limited to maintenance, renovation, and rehabilitation of an existing irrigation
network. With the end of the national-territorial delimitation of Central Asia (1924) and the
establishment of the five Soviet socialist republics, the Soviet sovereign began to implement
its water program. The first plans of water regulation were drawn at the beginning of the
1930s with an initial network of 45 Amu Darya canals in the Fergana Valley, followed by
the Virgin Lands campaign intended to increase the irrigated area with over 60 new canals.
Nevertheless, the USSR did not abide by UN practices of international water regulation for
codification and customization of international water laws. Even years later, the UN Water
Convention of 2014 was signed by only three Central Asian States – Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
and Turkmenistan. In addition to UN water practices, newly organized independent states
were forced to arrange and define their water usage practices through a series of local
agreements. These agreements became an urgent necessity in the absence of central planning
after the collapse of the USSR and in light of seasonal water usage differences between
upstream and downstream countries.
Chapters four and five describe case studies of the Rogun and the Kamberata Dams.
Both dams were planned during the Soviet period, but their actual construction started
between the late 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, facing almost insurmountable
difficulties after the collapse of the Soviet Union - practically an impossible task for a single
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Central Asian State without mutual cooperation. The Rogun Dam on the Amu Darya River
was originally conceived by the Soviet Union in the 1960s and was supposed to be the highest
in the world, reaching a height of 335 meters. Work on the dam construction started in 1982
and was halted in 1991. More than ten thousand workers and engineers from throughout the
Soviet Union were involved in the dam construction. The president of Tajikstan, Emomali
Rahmon, declared the Rogun Dam as a national concept and a symbol of Tajik honor and
dignity. Construction of the Rogun Dam changed many hands promising to complete it:
Russian RusAl in 2005, German companies in 2006, and at least one Italian company, Salini
Impregilo in 2016. The first unit of the dam was commissioned at the end of 2018, followed
by the commission of the second turbine expected to be completed by the end of 2019 but
still under construction to date. Planning for the Kambarata Dam in Kyrgyzstan began in the
1970s. Construction began in the 1980s and ended in 1991. Construction of the Kambarata
Dam was supposed to provide Kyrgyzstan with a control tool for the flow of the Syr Darya
with negative consequences for neighboring Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Similar to the
Rogun Dam, the construction of the Kambarata Dam was highly dependent on foreign
investments. However, in Kyrgyzstan, in contrast to Tajikistan where Emomali Rahmon
completely controls his opposition, the situation is completely different. Kyrgyzstan canceled
its agreement on the dam construction with Russia in 2016. Since then, it has had difficulty
finding investors to complete the construction. In 2017, the Czech company, Liglass Trading
showed interest in the Kambarata Dam construction, but encountered heavy opposition from
Uzbek president, Islam Karimov, because of the impact of the flow of water to Uzbekistan.
Chapter six is devoted to Uzbekistan and the history of its hydro-hegemony, initiated by
the Tsarist government and reinforced during the Soviet period. Uzbekistan monopolized not
only its status as a cotton monoculture producer but also the factual and symbolic meaning
of its historic dominance in Central Asia.
The present book is an example of original research that combined two elements:
theoretical and ideological aspects of the policy of hegemony based on natural resources
(hydropolitics) and an in-depth overview of Central Asian hydropolitics following the collapse
of the Soviet Union (1991-2015) as a reflection of this long-time rivalry. The interdisciplinary
approach and analysis have the potential to arouse the interest of researchers from different
academic backgrounds. The author’s original constructions of hydropolitics and dominationbased, well-documented case studies without a doubt represent a fresh view of the postSoviet economic development of Central Asia.
Irena VLADIMIRSKY
Achva Academic College
Israel
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Arefian, Fatemeh Farnaz and Seyed Hossein Iradj Moeini, eds. Urban Heritage Along the Silk
Roads: A Contemporary Reading of Urban Transformation of Historic Cities in the Middle East and
Beyond. London: Springer Nature, 2019. 269 pp. ISBN 978-3-030-22762-3 (eBook). ISBN
978-3-030-22761-6 (hardcover). DOI: 10.22679/avs.2021.6.2.012
The publication’s focus targets the contemporary transitions of areas with historic cityscapes.
The reader receives a study divided into four parts. The structure can be analysed according
to spatial dimensions. The locations of different cities are: Part I – Bahrain, Part II – Iran,
Iraq, Serbia, Part III - Syria, Iraq, Gaza, Part IV – Iran, Portugal. In parallel, these parts focus
on distinct clusters of topics.
Part I’s focus was partly on heritage space as a place of leisure, which became stimulating
for the integration of the migrants with the local population. Participation of different
groups in social events on the ancient sites had a positive impact on bringing social cohesion.
Among the important findings was the role of landscape architecture and the concept of
‘Historic Urban Landscape’ based on UNESCO’s approach. It is understood as ‘ensembles
of any group of buildings, structures and open spaces, […], the cohesion and value of which
are recognised from the archaeological, architectural, prehistoric, historic, scientific, aesthetic,
socio-cultural or ecological point of view’ (p. 23). For the proper transition of a heritage
district, an important element was a method of evaluating restoration projects in the ancient
areas (p. 32, pp. 43-44). This part provided cases of success in maintaining historical sites for
the denizens.
In Part II, the authors have emphasised local governments as the main actors. However,
other diverse agencies struggle for the lucrative surroundings over the ancient neighbourhoods
and some cases illustrate failures of cities’ modernisation based on a top-down approach in
terms of supporting social cohesion. These experiences often caused discontent inside
communities, sometimes followed by the actions from grassroots and international
institutions. The result was the correction in the cities’ governmental policies for a more
inclusive approach in the creation of urban policies. In the context of historical settlements
deterioration, the authors propose a concept of ‘Neighbourhood Renewal’, ‘which was the
strategy to arrest the wholesale decline of deprived neighbourhoods, reverse it and prevent it
from recurring’ (pp. 60-61). On this occasion, it raises questions on the type of new system
management model, which can be optimal for achieving contradictory goals in city planning.
Part III touches on the issue of the practices of urban policies in cities affected by military
conflict. In the project of ancient sites reconstruction, one of the crucial factors turned out
to be the engagement of local communities in terms of traditional housing restoration and
conservation. The authors observed that ‘as a result of community participation, residents got
awareness about the cultural value of their houses, and how to maintain them’ (p. 137). The
restoration became an arena of integration of formal (authorities and business) and informal
(guilds of craftsmen) institutions. A pragmatic finding is that: ‘performance of traditional
buildings using local building techniques is much better than many badly built modern
structures’ (p. 145). Despite the generally successful outcome, in some cases social and
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special segregation maintained the problem. This part leaves the reader with questions on the
inclusive reconstruction of the post-war cities.
Part IV presents contradictory views on whether the ancient urban fabric can be adapted
to the needs of contemporary city development. It raises a question on continuity in a situation
when ancient material heritage is non-existent or impossible to save. One of the authors
provides an answer: ‘The monuments may have disappeared, but their qualities should live
on’ (p. 173). The recurrent topic is the re-adaptation of old houses to modern functionalities.
The studies use various concepts for the description of provided projects. One of them is
‘housing-led regeneration’ based on the redevelopment of historical neighbourhoods with
grass-roots cooperation. It includes a ‘participatory design’, which is an inclusive arena
for consultation between different agents, especially the local communities. The earlier
presented ‘Historic Urban Landscape’ in this chapter is integrated into a wider framework of
‘Heritage Impact Assessments’, which is ‘a process of identifying, predicting, evaluating and
communicating the probable effects’ (p. 213) of urban policies. Pedestrian-oriented urban
environments were evaluated under the ‘Space Syntax’ model (pp. 235-235), which includes a
quantitative measuring of the impact of elements like physical environment, urban function,
accessibility, and natural environment. ‘Space Syntax’ is an evaluation mechanism in the
‘Pedestrian Network Assessment’ for street network connectivity.
The heterogeneity of the aspects of urban socio-spatial developments in the historic
sites seems to be the strongest side of this publication. It highlights the complexity and
variety of heritage cityscape maintenance and transition. This type of research requires
years of experience working in the selected areas. Some of the city development dynamics
are universal while others are deeply rooted in the particular social, economic, and political
context. What can be seen as scholarly important are the research concepts naming specific
aspects of the ancient cities’ transitions. What I value most are the recommendations on the
implementation of social, historical, and infrastructural projects. Among the strong sides of
the book, I would highlight it as being mostly an empirical study.
A tiny blot on the landscape concerns methodological questions about case study
selection. The reader can be left puzzled by the presented concept ‘Silk Road Cities’, which
refers to a rather blurred framework. What the volume offers is a study on cities in Middle
East countries, as well as India, Serbia, and Portugal, but lacks urban entities of East or Central
Asia. When the book’s key approach is linking together historical cities in their contemporary
transitions, the ‘Silk Road’ axis, without including studies on China, Uzbekistan et cetera,
seems excessive and inessential.
Katarzyna GOLIK
Polish Academy of Sciences
Warsaw, Poland

