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EARLY ISLAMIC TAPESTRY WEAVES
FROM THE FAYYUM

The fame of Egypt for her textile weaving was legendary Jong before
the rise of Islam. In the ancient world, Egyptian weaving was held to
be the ideal of perfection. with the coming of Islam, the Arabs inherited
the arts and industries of the Eastern Mediterranean, not least among
them the textile industry of pre-Islamic Egypt. Weaving continued to
be ;Jracticed in the Islamic world and particularly in Egypt did it reach

2 degree of magnificence and refinement that was unmatched in any other
part of the Muslim world.

Among thE factors that were to keep for Egypt her unparalleled
position as the heart of the Islamic world were the traditional manufacture
of the covers for the Holy Ka'aba, the shrine which the Arabs had
sanctified even before the rise of Islam. Another factor was the tradi-
tional custom of the bestowing of ceremonial robes, familiar to all
civilised nations and practiced long before Islamic times in Pharaonic
Egypt as well as in Persia and Byzantium. The tobes presented in these
ceremonies had traditionally been woven i1 Egypt, and they continued
to be so long after the coming of Islam. A further factor that should
not be overlooked is the fondness of the Arabs for fine attire, and their
inclination to dress themselves in fabrics as fine as could possibly be
found. This is a factor of great importance for the continuation of Egypt
as a center for the production of all kindes of fabrics. Under Islam,
certain kinds of textiles were produced in State-cotrolled factories known

"8 tiraz, and they are particularly important because they are often dated
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to the reign ol da Caliphy this ey v s JALS Dads. aboty o tha
developmant of the Arabic setipt and the usage of eertain wchnigrod.
The earlist tiraz factories appear to have Levs under ke Ummnayaes,
although there is some disagreement as {0 exactly when the bt known
siraz factory was estabilished.

Many different kinds of textile were woven in Tslordc Egypt, and .o
first part of this paper will be concerned with one of them, tapestry
woven-texiiles and graments.  These were known from pre-Islamic times,
especially from Coptic Egypt, and were made in many centers. In upper
Egypt, textiles are known from Qais and Bahnasa, and also from Assiut,
Ahnas; EL Ashmouncin, Akhmin, and Sheikh Abada ( Antinoe ).
Important, also, are many of the village in the Fayyum. Some of these
village have been known as fextile centers and mentioned in the works
of the Arab geogaphers and historian; others, as we shall sce, can be

distinguished on the basis of inecriptions on the textiles themselves.

In general, carly Islamic tabestry-weaves frorn Egypt are made of
wool or linen; very typical is a linen cloth with bands of tapestry-woven
decoration in wool. Wool had not been widely used in Pharaonic times
but it was to enjoy a popularity in the Ptolomaic period that continued
into the Jslamic period. It was used for relatively coarse. fabrics as well as
for the finest veil-like thin wools of which turbans were made. Linen
textiles too rapge from coarse to thin and fine gauze. The dayes, of,
tapestry-woven textiles were both vegetable and animal. The most
important of the vegetable dyes were indigo (blue), ocher ( greenish-
yellow ), turmeric and saffron (both, yellow), while the principal animal,

dyes were cochineal and lac-dye both producing red colors.

The decoration of early Islamic tapestry-woven textiles include’

design based on the human figure, upon beasts and birds, and a wide:
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variety of floral and geometrical motifs. Many design elements are based
upon much earlier motifs known from textile and other decorative objects
from ancient, Pharaomic, Egypt as well as from Greco-Roman and
Coptic times, In the past, art historians have considred these designs
rather primitive and cartoom-like; but as you will sec, they are designs
of great sophistication and force and invention, designs of the highest
artistic order that may also be seen as forerunners of many modern

textile designs.

The decorative elements are usually arranged in bands that run
parallel to another important decorative element on Islamic objects,
imscriptions in Arabic. These inscriptions are intrinsically of great
beauty, and they may also be used to study the development of the
Arabic alphabet over a period of time. But they have perhaps a greater
significance as a source of documentation, for they often inchtde the date
and sc;met‘unes the place in which a particular textile was woven. In
certain cases they even mention the name of the person for whom the
textile or the garment was made. A particularly Crucial piece in this
regard is a finely woven fringed woolen turban in the collection of the
Islamic Museum in Cairo. It bears an inscription with the date of 88 H..
corresponding to the Christian years 70 -6 - 707, and it mentions the
name of the village of Senhur, in the Fayyum, as well as the name
of a certain Samuel b, Musa. On stylistic grounds, this turban had formerly
been considered later than the date actually written on it. Scholarly
reconsider’ ‘'sn, however, by Dr, Kuhnel and Dr. Marzouk hase made it
clear that the written information on this turban should bé taken at face
valve. Thus the textile and its inscription with date, place and partron,
established that as early as 't'he reign of the Umayyad Caliph, Al-Walid
b, ‘Abd al-Malik, textiles were being woven in the Fayyum district of

Islamic Egypt,
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Such textiles make it possible to identify large numbers of tapestry-
woven fabrics as to their date, their place of manufacture, ox both, and
(o further associate other textiles with dates or places on the basis of
stylistic similarities, even when these are not dated or linked to a place
of manufacture. A number of production centers in the Fayyum can
now be identified with villages mentioned in the inscriptions on tapestry-
woven textiles. such as Senhur, Mattaul, Sanouris and Karadesse. Picces
with thesc names can all be found in the collection of the Islamic

Museum in Cairo.

The first example of such a textile mentions the village of Mattaul.
The name is written in the Kufic inscription just below the band of

camels against a red background. Here is the whole inscription.

e VY 5 VY il 3,58, G0 Jsbes Laldd) 3o i Joe Loe
In translation it reads :

It is remarkable that in such a small village, far away from the
metropolatan centers of Egypt and very far from the capital of the
Caliph in Damascus (or Baghdad, depending on how this picce will
gventually be dated), textiles for the court or for attendants at the court
should have been produced. It is important document for the continucd
importance of the Fayyum, and of Egypt. as a place of textile manufa-

cture for the cntire Muslim world,

This piece from Mattaul is also significance for the study of all carly
[slamic tapestry-woven textiles in Egypt, for two reasons. First, it is the

only textile so far rccorded that uses the pharase, g yesid 55
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“the region of Fayyum,” in its inscription. It was on the basis of this

textile that many scholare were then able to attribute other pieces, similar
in weaving and style of decoration or .inscription to the same place, to
ahe Fayyum, although they appear to have overlooked the fact that the

name of the specific village is also named in the inscription,

That this village is named is the second important point about this
textile. While it may seem a minor point, the identification other villages
in the Fayyum will make it possible to distinguish the different styles of
the various villages in this region, and eventually to devide the vast
number of surviving early-Islamic textiles into groups that express a

somewhat different artistic “personality.”

Another village, Sanouris, is also documented by textile that is in the
collection of the Islamic Museum in Cairo. The name of the village is
included in the inscription that also includes part of a date written in
Arabic letters, -although that part of the textile is somewhat damaged.
One can clearly read the date of “six” and (two hundred,, but the
decade-word is not entirely clear. Most probably it should be read as
“fifty,” which makes the date of the textile 256 H., which corresponds
to 869-870 A, D. Even if this date should not be altogether certain, we
would still have in-this piece a very important document for the type of

textile produced in the Fayyum around the middie of the ninth century.

And it is on the basis of this ninth-century piece from Sanouris, and
others with inscription containing names and dates, that the next piece
may be attributed to the middle of the ninth century with greater accuracy
than was ever possible before. This piece in neither dated nor does its
inscription tell us the name of the village in which it was made. but

its manner of decoration and the style of its inscription both correapond
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so closely to the dated Sanouris piece thal we may safely place it in the
same period and suggest it as the product of the same workshop. This
is one of the many examples in the collection of the Cairo Museum that
now be attributed and dated on the basis of their stylistic similarities to

textile like the Sanouris piece.

This third village in the Fayyum rcpresented by documented picees

is Karadesse.

L’):-Lﬁ\n_g M‘,umb-l.wdsh‘a_)guﬂ‘}aﬂ Loo salas
29511. (A. D 907-908)

Here again we are fortunate to possess a piece whose mscription no
only mention its place of manufacture bu also the date The inscription

reads
In translation it reads

The date 15 295, the corresponding date 1 the Christian calendan
907-908

Another textile in the Islamic Muscum 1n Cairo has only a Quranic
inscription and no date or place of manufacture But stylistcally it 1s
so closely related to the Karadesse picce that it must be attributed to the
same place and period  Close study of the two piece together, in fact,
has made me suspect that they may have orignally been part of the very
same cloth. Its dark-green background and the Quranic verse alluding
to weighingof souls in the last judgement strongly suggest that this textile
was a tomb cover, This would make it the oldest recorded tomb cover

known in Islamic art,

bl Lotli obad g1yl ge W1 AU Y W3 bl sgad
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The collection of the Islamic Museum in Cairo has a preat many
other piece of tapestry-woven textiles, Although many of them are not
dated in their inscriptions, and the inscriptions do not mention the nume
of the village where they were made, many of piece may now be assoc-
jated with centers in the Fayyum on the grounds of their stylistic simi-
larity dated or Jocalised pieces, especially on the basis of their styles of

weaving the inscriptions.

_ For instance, we have seen garlier a picce from Mattaul. Here is
another textile which is obviously related to it. Its designs of quadrupeds
against a rod grpund, and the style of its calligraphy, with the hastae of
the letterlenc-iing in what appear to be pyramids, like the stepped pyramid
of Sagqara, are very like the Mattaul textile, and probably it was also

made in that village.

Another piece with very similar writing surrounding a hexagonal
medallion with a red background agginst which a bird appear can

probably also be attributed to Mattaul again.

Similar figural design and a somewhat related style of writing also
apper on yet another piece in Cairo that has neither date nor placename
in its inscription. Certainly it is like the Mattaul piece but may repre-

sent the work of another atelier.

A somewhat different group of textiles is represented by two pieces
in the Cairo Museum. They are very finely woven textiles, gauzelike,
and reddish purple in color; they are decorated with bands of tapestry-
woven material showing small hexagons and above that, an inscription
with the same curious form, resembling the stepped pyramid of Saqqara
that we have seen earlier. It may represcnt a somewhat later develop-

ment of the Mattaul style because of the greater abstraction of the deco-
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rative elements. The second piece of this group, however, has a simpler

form of calligraphy that greatly recalls the very -early turban of 88 H,

woven in Sanhur,

A third piece decorated with a wide band of fairly realistic birds and
a beautifully moven inscription band displays the development of true
Kufic writting. It is probably not from Mattaul but from some other
center in the Fayyum that will probably be indentified and mor of the

tapestry-wover textiles in the Islamic Museum in Cairo read and studied.

‘Mrs. Waliyya Ezzy
(EX) Director of Islamic Museum
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Early Islamic tapestry weaves from the Fayyum
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(Ex) Director of Islamic Muscum
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