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This presentation is an orglnization and discussion of available 
material about historic velvets from ancient times dov to the era of 
power loom weaving and is the result of a study of the actual col- 
lection of velvets at the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art, 
Kansas City, Missouri, which contains some very rare and valuable ex- 
amples of these historic fabrics. 

Information is given in regard to the importance and uses of vel-. 
vets in olden times. A comprehensive classification and definitions 
taken from "Persian Text.ilestt by Reath and Sachs are included. 

The history and development of velvets starts with the ancient 
Coptic looped fabrics of Egypt, and continues through Mecliaeval times, 
the Renaissance, and down through the eighteenth and into the nine- 
teenth century. This includes designs and types of weaves which were 
outstanding, especially in the following countries: Italy, Spain, 
France, Turkey, Persia, China, Netherlands, Flanders, and England. 

A small part is devoted to colors used in the middle ages and 
the various dyes from which they were obtained. 

There are pictures of velvet garments and fragments from the 
William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art, Kansas City, Missouri, the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, and the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, which illustrate various designs and types of velvets. 
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HISTORIC VELVETS 

INTRODUCTION 

Dovm through the centuries, from as early as several thousand 

years before Christ, history reveals the story of man's struggle for 

satisfaction of his needs and desires. These needs were fundamentally 

physical at first, but gradually an innate desire to express a love of 

the beautiful in his surroundings was revealed. 

Tangible evidence of this is shown in many forms which leave 

a genuine record for us. Of these, weaving has been outstanding. A 

wealth of interesting and beautiful fabrics has been left that seems 

like pages of history. These textiles served not only for a covering 

of the body, but helped to express a desire for beauty and spiritual 

feeling by their beauty of pattern and symbolic design. Of these 

fabrics, the velvets were outstanding in their loveliness of pattern 

and color. By the very nature of their weave, they showed a depth and 

variety of texture which could not be equaled in other woven fabrics. 

It is not definitely known just where the weaving of velvets 

originated, but through the middle ages they were woven in abundance 

and with such variety of texture, design, and color that they finally 

became the most sumptuous fabrics known. 

Being very expensive they were used at first by royalty for 

robes of state, decorative hangings and cushions and also by the 

dignitaries of the church for their elaborate ecclesiastical vestments. 
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Down thiDugh ancient and medieval history the different 

religions showed their effect on designs. Symbolic motifs were 

numerous especially in the Oriental textiles. The prohibition of the 

portraying of living creatures by the Islamic faith definitely af- 

fected the patterns in the Near East. 

Writers have told of the beauty and significance of these 

elaborate fabrics, portrait painters have depicted their lovely rich- 

ness, and the garments, vestments, hangings, and other decorative 

articles ard. fragments in various churches and museums of the world 

are positive evidence of the great skill and genius of the weavers of 

the past. Their art has been associated closely vith the life of the 

people and they have left a truly great heritage of beauty and skill. 
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Importance of Velvets in Olden Times 

Velvets were found linked through the ages with all phases of 

civilization, civic, religious, and domestic. Their production was 

given such importance that it affected t he lives of the people in 

many ways. Customs, ceremonies and laws existed pertaining to those 

beautiful fabrics. For example, in the fourteenth century in Florence 

the weavers were not allowed to leave the country without a permit. 

Pawnbrokers were forbidden to accept silk fabrics or any tool used in 

the weaving industry. At this time almost all of the raw silk was be- 

ing imported from China. Finally, to encourage silk production in 

Italy, a law was enacted in 11jJiì that stated at least five mulberry 

trees should be planted on every farm every year until there were 

fifty (16, p.63). During times of war velvet weavers were so greatly 

treasured that conquering nations would take them back as hostages. 

Weavers t guilds were established during the fourteenth 

century in Italy and later in France and England with often a special 

group just for those who wove the beautiful figured silk brocades and 

velvets. These guilds had their own trade-marks and were given special 

privileges in order to encourage a high standard of workmanship 

(13, p.l4;). 

As these weavers migrated to surrounding countries or were 

forced to stay and weave for conquering neighbors, there developed a 

variation in weave, design, or color that made some fabrics charac- 

teristic of certain localities. Inter-change of patterns, techniques, 

and dyes caused a blending which has made it difficult to determine 
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just where some velvets came from. 

At times it was considered the height of generosity and 

honor for dignitaries of different countries to exchange gifts of 

lustrous fabrics, especially velvets and brocades with great amounts 

of gold or silver thread. In Persia the handsome sixteenth century 

velvets with designs of people and animals were often given to foreign 

ambassadors or court favorites (29, p.8). 

The earliest silk velvets in Europe were exceedingly expen- 

sive arid valuable and were made for costumes of the nobility and vest- 

ments for the clergy (8, p.60). On these were lavished the great 

skill of the weavers. To further add to the wealth of design and 

color of the vestments, the nuns of the convents often decorated them 

with heavy embroidery of gold and colors depicting biblical figures 

and scenes. It is these vestments in the forms of chasubles, dalmatics, 

and copes that have been so well preserved in the museums of the world. 

There was such a lavish display of grandeur in the courts of 

olden times that it is almost difficult to imagine such splendor. An 

account by Wescher gives the following description of the ceremonies 

of the Court of Burgundy: "The knights of the fourteenth century who 

set out on a crusade were followed by cart upon cart of silk tents arid 

splendid costumes. Major-domos and servants hurried in advance to 

decorate the halls and chambers from floor to ceiling. On the occasion 

of the visit of Charles VI of France, the duke and princes of the ducal 

house appeared in velvet suits of red and Wnite, the French royal 

colors. The banquet was presided over by Philip the Good on a platform 



under a canopy of gold cloth. He sat sparkling in a velvet dress be- 

spangled with jewels (L8, pp.l8l-2)." 

Strict etiquette was observed at all festivities at this same 

court. Even at childbirth there was a great display in the mother's 

bedroom of costly han.ngs which were of different textures and colors 

according to strict rules. Velvet was for those of higher rank. When 

Mary, the vdfe of Maximilian, gave birth to Archduke Philip, her room 

was lined with green velvet. Her mother, Duchess Isabella, could have 

only white silk when Mary was born ()48, p.l83). 

Some of the costumes from the Court of Burgundy were taken by 

the Swiss and are now on display in the museum of Bern, Switzerland. 

By the end of the sixteenth century in Italy "even the wives 

of cobblers and tailors walked abroad in silks and velvets 

(9, .pp.S9-7)." The men had even a greater fondness for these luxuri- 

ous fabrics and dressed entirely in them, even to the gaiters which 

were of velvet. 

At one time in Flanders there was a prohibition declared 

against all importation of silks from other countries. This was done 

in order that their own trade might be improved. But they took care 

not to exclude velvets as they were considered such a necessity at 

that time (28, p.9). 

In the Near East the weavers and designers were cared for in 

royal factories arid given every encouragement possible. Here were pro- 

duced the loveliest velvets in the form of elaborate garments, hangings, 

cushion covers, and tent decorations. Sections of one of these tents 



are found in several museums of this country. The miniatures of those 

countries show how "those costly fabrics were spread on the road lead- 

ing to the palace, or held up by servants to form barriers on either 

side of the way th6, p.19).t 

Franc e showed a great display especially at times of tourna- 

ments. For example, when Francis I met the King of England on the 

"Field of the Cloth of Gold", practically a whole city was erected 

over night. Magnificent tents of tapestry and brocade were set up 

which were lined with velvet from Italy and Spain. The King sat upon 

a dais under a canopy of rich velvet, the seat itself was covered with 

another velvet sewed with the inevitable fleur-de-lis. 

The escort of the King wore pendent sleeves of brilliant 

red velvet, so trimmed with passementerie, cords, and braiding that 

there was little of it left to see. They wore hats of black velvet 

trimmed with plumes of the King's colors. 

The seal of the King was carried on a pillow borne by a 

horse whose housing of royal blue, fleur-de-lised velvet dragged with 

dignity upon the Parish pavements (28, pp.197-9)." 



History and Development of Historic Velvets 

Ancient Times 

While it is told in Chinese legends that silk weaving was 

started in China more than two thousand years before Christ, it is 

not known that velvets originated there. In fact it has not been 

determined exactly where they did come from originally. Hunter writes 

of the Coptic looped fabrics of Egypt as being the actual primitive 

velvets as they were the first in which a looping of the threads was 

used to produce a pile effect which is characteristic of all velvet 

(17, p.$). Some good examples of these are in the Victoria and 

Albert Museum in London, some having purple woolen loops and one has a 

polychrome pattern (18, p.L8). Lewis mentions a Coptic linen velvet in 

one of our museums which is ttthought to be the earliest surviving ex- 

ample of pile fabrics (20, p.97)." Antrobus and Preece agree that they 

developed from the Coptic looped fabrics and fustian, a material origi- 

nally woven in Fustat (Cairo) in which the warp was of linen and the 

weft a cotton twill cut on one side of the fabric (2, p.209). 

These Coptic velvets were sometimes of linen, cotton and linen, 

or wool and linen and the loops were always uncut and rather shagy, 

with the heavy background showing in between the rows of loops. They 

were made in about the third century and always used the wef t threads 

for the pile. 

It has been found that the ancient Peruvians also made a 

pile fabric similar to a hand-knotted Persian rug. It was very coarse 

and the pile threads were tied and knotted by hand (20, p.101). They 



were of wool, 

Reath and Sachs believe that there is a possibility that vel- 

vet had its origin in Persia as it was there that the weavers of this 

fabric had such a highly developed technique for centuries (26, p.37). 

They are speaking of silk velvets which we generally think of being 

the true velvets. There is great uncertainty as to where the first 

silk ones were made. 

It has been written by Glazier that "the Fatimide Caliphr 

of Erpt (969-1171) and their court wore sumptuous attire of figured 

silk shot with gold; magnificent tents of cloth of gold, velvet, and 

silk damask patterned with elephants, lions, birds, and flowers were 

also a part of the equipment (16, p.b6)." Of course this does not tell 

where those velvets were made but the time in which they were used is 

very ancient. 

Much has been written about the plain velvets which were known 

in Italy long before the end of the thirteenth century and the Roman 

Inventory of 1295 mentioned plain velvets (lb, p.Ìi). Glazier also 

says that the silk weavers of Italy were the first to weave velvet and 

a family by the name of Velluti in Florence was perhaps the inventor 

of velvet in Europe (16, p.9). According to Norris these fabrics were 

definitely invented in Italy and were first mentioned there in 1277. 

They were called Uvillosatt at first because of a thick pile composed 

of very fine short hairs which covered the surface of the fabric 

(22, p.80). 

Regardless of where the velvets were first woven, we do know 



that by the time of the fifteenth century the weavers in Italy had 

learned how to elaborate with designs of color and gold. They even 

showed a variety of texture, such as, leaving some of the loops un- 

cut and others cut, or making the design in the pile on a background 

of a different weave. Many examples in our museums show us the great 

skill of these Italian weavers in making figured velvets. While it 

is likely that countries of the Near East and the Far East were pro- 

ducing as fine velvets at that time, the earliest examples that were 

found in those countries have been dated later than the fifteenth cen- 

tury. An interesting booklet by Simmons recently suggests the possi- 

bility of China's having woven velvets early in the sixteenth century, 

much earlier than had been thought before (30, p.2). 

Fifteenth Century 

Under the sponsorship of Lorenzo de Medeci silk weaving in 

Italy during the fifteenth century prospered greatly Lth the result 

that they began to send all sorts of magnificent fabrics to many parts 

of the world (36, p.h). Just preceding this period the patterned 

silks of Sicily were showing elaborate designs of animals in rondels 

and geometric framework, some of vinich were very complicated. The 

early Italian silks also showed similar patterns, but soon it was 

evident that the lines in those designs were not suitable for velvets 

as they lost their distictness in the soft pile. It was then that 

they started to develop a distinctive pattern for this fabric. 

In the early part of the fifteenth century a few valvets were 

woven in several colors with animals in the design. So few of these 
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have been discovered in comparison with the many velvets found of 

that period, that it is thought they were very seldom woven and 

finally were discontinued due to the technical difficulties in- 

volved in using many colors and animal patterns. One of these heauti- 

ful velvets is on exhibit at the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art, 

Kansas City, Missouri (Plate i). It is a part of a five color chasuble, 

an ecclesiastical vestment, and is described in the handbook as follows: 

"M.ny velvets exist in which two or three colors have been used, but to 

find one woven in five colors is exceptionally rare. The main elements 

of the design are the fountain, flanked by confronted peacocks arid 

addorsed roebucks in an enclosure. Formerly in the Figdor collection 

of Vienna, this section of a chasuble was woven in Venice. It is 

chiefly to the church that we owe the preservation of most of the medi- 

eval weavings and embroideries still in existence, though during the 

last century many have found their way to museums (3g, p.93)." 

Another handsome example of fifteenth century Italian velvet 

is a chasuble at the Arte Institute of Chicago. It is of four colors, 

red, green, yellow, and turquoise on a white satin ground. It shows 

a great Oriental influence in its tile-like pattern (7, pp.21-22). 

At the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, there are several 

fifteenth century Italian velvets, four of which are illustrated here. 

One especially (Plate 2) shows a decided oriental influence in design 

with its lotus flowers, acauthus leaves and braided knots. It may 

have been woven in Italy or Spain. 

After discontinuing the weaving of the early polychrome 
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velvets and the animal designs as being too difficult in technique, 

the weavers turned to developing a characteristic motif suitable for 

this fabric, There was a conventional leaf design used which was out- 

lined in thread of gold on a background of one color (, p.71). Later 

they developed a sculptural effect achieved by contr2st of the pile 

against a plain gold or satin background. In these also one color was 

used, generally red, but sometimes green, black, or blue in combination 

with gold (lL, p.28). This metal thread was so costly that the use of 

these fabrics was necessarily limited to the nobility and the clerr 

at that time. 

The outstanding design used in these velvets was a verj dis- 

tinctive one continued in use for many years in other countries as 

well as in Italy. It was probably derived from the Chinese lotus 

flower or from the very old pine cone pattern of the East (L7, p.IX). 

It became knovn as the artichoke, pomegranate, or cone. As a charac- 

teristic motif of that time, it was naturally varied in many ways in 

many countries. It became so popular that it was used well into the 

eighteenth century. 

Two excellent examples showing the pomegranate pattern with a 

heavy undulating stem are at the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 

One is a velvet brocade in green and gold, the background being of 

green cut velvet with the pomegranate design showing wide curving stems 

in gold thread (Plate 3). It was woven in Italy in lL8O. The other 

one is of red and gold color, the background being of gold colored 

silk thread (Plate ¿i). This was also from Italy in the year lL9O. 
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Three Italian velvets from the etropo1itan Museum of Art 

show distinctive patterns of this period. One (Plate ) shows 

branches of flowers, fruits, and leaves forming the typical ogival 

bands which formed pointed ovals. Small poinegranates with seeds show 

distinctly. This one was woven in Florence in the late fifteenth 

century. The design is of red cut velvet on a golden yellow twill 

weave ground. The next shows an artichoke or pineapple motif in syin- 

metrical rows without ogival framework (Plate 6). It is cut voided 

twill velvet. The third one is very different in pattern. There is a 

seme, or symmetrical spotting of small floral and leaf motifs forming 

decided diagonal lines. It is a brocaded voided velvet (Plate 7). 

A beautiful fifteenth century cope of velvet brocade is dis- 

played in the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery. It has the character- 

istic half circular shape of this type of vestment and it is of red 

velvet background with ld acanthus leaves forming ogives, or pointed 

ovals, with small pomegranate centers and floral scrolls (Plate 8). 

The gold thread is badly worn off in places leaving nothing but the 

background. This is characteristic of the gold thread used on the 

European velvets. 

There were also some velvets woven at this time with stamped 

patterns. These were designed by Pollajuolo and were of one color 

(36, p.Iió). 

Florence was supreme in the art of weaving velvets but there 

were other places in Italy which also made these beautiful fabrics as 

Venice, Lucca, Melan, and Genoa. Soon after the capture of Lucca, a 



13 

city renovined for its exquisitely patterned silks, some of the 

Luccese weavers went to Venice and it was not long before the 

Venetian velvets were surpassing those of Florence. 

The Venetians developed a kind of velvet in which one de- 

sign was superimposed above the background, both of which were cut vel- 

vet. This gave a pile on pile effect. The magnificent green dalmati; 

another form of vestnent which has sleeves, hich is exhibited at the 

William Rockhill Nelson Gallery is of this type of velvet. In places 

it shows loops of gold thread, called boucle, and the design is all 

of gold thread. It was woven in Venice and is a fine example of fer- 

roniere velvet, so called because of the pattern's resemblance to iron 

grillwork. The green pile background is very luminous (Plate 9). 

Another chasuble at the sane museum shows a decided pile on 

pile effect in the dark red background with pomegranates and buds 

brocaded in gold (Plate 10). 

An example of ferroniere velvet in the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art is unusual as it has four colors, light green, light blue, and 

golden yellow on a crimson ground. 

Genoa was another Italian city famous for its velvets. Her 

designs were similar to those of Florence but showed more Oriental 

influence. One type of velvet for which she was renowned in the fif- 

teenth century was called cisele. In it the background was composed 

of uncut loops while the design was cut, giving a decided contrast in 

texture. 

Other exaules of fifteenth century Italian velvets may be 
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found at the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. Among these are 

the following: a brocade velvet with a great Gothic pomegranate 

design in gold outline with red velvet outline in two depths of pile 

on a gold ground; a velvet brocade of gold on red with a great Gothic 

design in fruit motif or thistle bud; a plain blue Florentine velvet 

bound with gold braid; a red Florentine velvet of fifteenth century 

with an appliqued figure of seventeenth century embroidered niythologi- 

cal person. In addition there are nine mounted fragments all of which 

are cut voided velvets. One is a polychrome fabric of blue, white, 

and brown brocade on a red ground. The other eight are of one color; 

four of red, three of dull orange, and one of dark blue. As to pat- 

tern, seven have conventional floral designs, and two the pomegranate 

motif. One has a metallic ground of gold thread. 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

This period of time of Renaissance, was a golden era for art 

of all kinds. It was one of special splendor for weaving. Velvets 

especially were at the height of perfection and the designers, weavers, 

and dyers used their skill to the utmost in a lavish display of luxur- 

jous and gorgeous fabrics. Rulers who were patrons of the arts 

encouraged weaving greatly and in some cases as in Persia, they sponsox1 

ed great weaving establishments in connection with the court and sup- 

plied the craftsmen with a profusion of the finest materials and tools 

with which to work. Many times noted artists such as Antonio Pisano 

of Italy, and Jean Marot and Jean LePautre of France, designed patterns 

for these exquisite textiles (16, p.69). 



Italy 

Italy remained the outstanding silk weaving country in 

Europe during the sixteenth century. The pomegranate continued to be 

the leading motif and in addition vases, plants, flowers, and scroll 

work of vines and fruits were used. Quantities of Italian velvets 

were exported to the East where they were reproduced, especially in 

Turkey, and likewise fabrics from Persia and the Far East exerted 

their influence over European velvets. The Oriental influence was 

apparent especially in Venice, a city which had important trade with 

the East through Constantinople and cities of Persia. It showed 

itself in the palmette motif and scrolls of tulips, carnations, hya- 

cinths and roses (Plate il). A good example of one of these Italian 

velvets with Near East motifs is in the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery. 

It has a red cut-velvet background with design of carnation, tulip, 

hyacinths, and roses of gold color with ogival band framework. 

Genvese velvets, or Velours de Genes, as they were called at 

this time were famous throughout Europe. A special type which origin- 

ated in Genoa was known as Jardinere, These velvets were very hand- 

some with a light satin background and a design of many colors resem- 

bling a garden of flowers. There was a contrast of cut and uncut loops 

and different heights of pile (20, p.3)10). It was from the sixteenth 

century. 

By the middle of the century the supremacy which had be- 

longed to Florence went to Venice and Genoa. Velvet became the fabric 

of the age and great quantities were used in many ways. Many of them 
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at this time had the large design as a single pattern extending 

across the entire width of the fabric (iI, p.30). These were 

especially effective as hangings. 

About this time a change of fashion took place in Spain which 

affected the design of textiles. It called for narrow folds and 

slashes and stiff tubular dresses for which the large patterned vel- 

vets were not appropriate. Hence a new type of design was developed 

eliminating the large panel effect. This new type of pattern used 

small single floral forms in a seme, or symmetrical spotting effect, 

or geometric allover patterns in cut and uncut velvet on satin ground. 

However, the large patterned velvets continued to be woven for hangings 

and curtains. An excellent example of such a fabric may be found at 

the Detroit Institute of Art. It is of Italian cisele velvet on a 

gold shot ground. The entire piece is green (b), p.6?). 

Three Italian velvets of the sixteenth century at the Metro- 

politan Museum of Art are of different types of patterns. The first 

one is a cut velvet brocade with a background of silver and design of 

vase and flower motifs in ogival bands in blue gray color (Plate 12). 

The second is probably Italian uncut voided cloth velvet having a 

ground of white silk and nEtal thread shot with silver and a design of 

conventionalized flower motif in light green cut velvet (Plate 13). 

The third one is cut and uncut with a green cut velvet ground and pat- 

tern of fleur-de-lis, lions, and eagles also in green. These motifs 

are French and this piece probably was one made to export to France 

(Plate ls). 
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At the Wi11im Rockhill Nelson Gallery there is a large 

seventeenth century Italian red velvet cope. It has a wide band of 

heavy gold embroidery depicting the saints, and hood of similar 

embroidery showing the madonna and child (Plate is). These embroid- 

ered bands were called orphreys. 

There are many other examples of velvets of this period at 

this gallery in the form of mounted fragments. Six are from the six- 

teenth century, nineteen are from the sixteenth to the seventeenth, 

and twenty are definitely from the seventeenth century. Three are 

from Genoa, one of these being a Jardiniere piece. One is either 

Spanish or Italian and two either French or Italian. The rest are 

labeled as Italian. The majority are of cut and uncut voided velvet 

with either a satin or metal thread ground. About ten are cut velvet, 

and tw are cisele and two pile on pile. As to design two have the 

vase, one the palmette, four a geometric pattern, five a diaper, eight 

floral, and the rest use all over conventionalized flowers and leaves. 

Five of them are passamenterie or trimming bands varying in widths. 

The colors are rater evenly divided between red, green, yellow, gray 

blue, orange, Durple and polychrome. 

Spain 

As early as t} first half of the twelfth century silk weav- 

ing was flourishing in Spain. By the sixteenth century Italian vel- 

vets had been exported to many countries, among them Flanders, from 

whence they were taken to Spain. Here they were used to ve 
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heraldic motifs, conventionalized flowers, animals, and birds, 

especially the eagle. These patterns were always equally balanced 

and symmetrical (3, p.710). However, at the beginning of the six- 

teenth century the desi of the Spanish silks became more like other 

European designs and were called Gothic. Floral patterns of more 

natural f orm were added. 

The kings and their courts were patrons of the Spanish silk 

industry which flourished during this time (1i5, pp.73-76). However, 

since her textile production was limited to her own country, there 

were not so many Spanish velvets for the museums. 

Three of the most important examples of wool velvets of the 

middle sixteenth century in Spain may be found in the etropolitan 

Museum of Ai-t. One is of green stamped wool velvet with the coat-of- 

arms of Philip of Spain (127-l98). This belongs to a class of vel- 

vets called Utrecht, the name of a town in the Netherlands there this 

type of velvets was made originally. Later they all went by that 

name (21, p.1S). These wool velvets were considered Spanish, but they 

might have been brought into Spain from Flanders. This piece is a 

border and the desii consists of the coat-of-arms in an ogival frame- 

work rising from a vase. Also included are flowers, pomegranates, and 

birds. 

A second piece of green Utrecht wool velvet has a pattern of 

interlaced rondels filled with arabesques, this design being combined 

sometimes with the coat-of-arms of France. 
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A very elaborate one in violet is the third one. It re- 

sembles a fifteenth century Florentine velvet and has a floral design 

in an ogival framework. At the top a castle motif has been used, 

probably representing t arms of Castile. 

Some silk velvets were made for heavy hangings, coverings 

of chairs, chests, and behind wrought iron grillwork of the ors of 

cabinets, In the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery are two Spanish 

chairs of the seventeenth century which are covered in red cut velvet. 

There is also a diest which shows the red velvet behind the grillwork 

on the coors. A most interesting piece is that of an old trunk or 

chest which had f ornrly been completely covered with red velvet arid 

studded with brass nails. On one end embroidered in gold were the 

letters S. H, I. 

The men and women of Spain were inclined to be extravagant 

in regard to their desire for velvets and silks in their costumes. 

They used them lavishly as shown in many of the portraits of that day. 

They helped to give dignity and prestige to the wearer. 

France 

Silk weaving was started in France about the middle of the 

thirteenth century. It continued on a small scale until the fifteenth 

century when Louis XI had Italian weavers brought over to Lyons and 

Tours. From then on it progressed steadily. 

Italian designs influenced the French patterns until the 

seventeenth century. Then during the reign of Louis XIV silk weaving 
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advanced until France eventually had a monopoly of the silk trade. At 

this time the patterns lost their Oriental influence. Various motifs 

were added which became characteristic of French designs, such as, 

vases, cornucopias, leaves, the rouai crown, lillies (fleur-de-lis), 

coats-of-arms, and other heraldic patterns. 

During the sixteenth century there was a great desire by 

Francis I to break the velvet monopoly of Genoa. Consequently he gave 

the French weavers great privileges, relieved them from paying taxes, 

and decreed that Lyons was the only city in France which could store 

foreign and French silks and velvets with the Crown's permission 

(b8, p.176). 

Enormous quantities of velvet and silks were used by the 

nobility at this time and many workshops were set up throughout the 

country even in small towns. 

At the time of Louis )II the velvets became exceedingly rich 

and luxurious. The French kings wore a characteristic robe of blue 

velvet richly ornamented with fleur-de-lis in gold (Li, p.2063). Small 

diapered conventional forms were greatly used and the crown and fleur- 

de-lis appeared symmetrically arranged on many specimens of velvets. 

In 160 a Lyons workman, Claude Dangou, invented a loom upon 

which fabrics could be woven even more beautiful than those of Italy. 

That was the turning point which helped to make France eventually inde- 

pendent of foreign fabrics (10, p.2). 

The seventeenth century period in design, called Baroque, 

brought forth a change from conventionalized motifs to those of 
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natural forms, such as branches vith blossoms and leaves. Also there 

was a heavy shading which was characteristic of that period and which 

gave a sculptural effect. During the latter part of the century and 

in the reign of Louis XIV the designs became very large and pompous, 

even larger than natural. 

Finally the silk industry became really prosperous. France 

had been working long toward improving her textile art in order to sup- 

ply her people vdth the exquisite fabrics which their tastes demanded. 

Too long she had been dependent upon Italy. 

The skilled weavers of Lyons and Tours had received their 

training in northern Italy and it was difficult at times to differ- 

entiate between the Italian and French designs. If the crown was 

shown above the lillies, this showed them to be French (13, pp.O-2). 

At this time there became a difference between the fabrics 

used for women's and men's clothing. As the women were wearing hoop 

skirts and long trains, the large rich patterns seemed suitable for 

them, but for the men small designs were favored, such as a seme of 

small flowers and feathers. 

Toward the latter part of the seventeenth century, the Roco 

style, meaning rock and shell, came in, including such motifs as 

architectural fragments and unsymmetrical designs of fruit and 

flowers (36, p.L6). 

Two examples of Louis XIII French velvets are in the William 

Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. They are cut and uncut voided velvets 

with conventional floral designs. One is in dark red and the other in 
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two shades of green. In adthtion there is a mounted fragment of late 

seventeenth century cut voided satin. It has a diaper design in green. 

Turkey 

When the Seijuks in Turkey were conquered by the Moslems in 

1h13 there started to be a definite style in silk weaving for Turkey. 

Situated as it was there was naturally great trade with Persia and 

Italy and the designs of the textiles of one affected those of the 

others. However, the Turks belonged to the strictest sect of Islam, 

which forbade their using an animal or human form in their designs. 

Consequently they did not reproduce the figurai patterns of the 

Pe rs jans 

The colors of the Turkish textiles were fewer than those of 

Persia and were not so subtle and soft in tone. Red with gold was 

their favorite combination, but they also used some green, blue, and 

brown. Ogival bands and pomegranates, characteristic of Italy, and 

the Persian palmette were some of their motifs. In addition conven- 

tionalized fiorai patterns were often used, such as the carnation, 

tulip, narcissus, and rose, as well as the tree of life. 

There were some other motifs used which later were thought to 

have been reserved for the sultan (is, pp.l6-l7). These were the 

eight pointed star, the crescent with star, the cypress tree, three 

circles, and a series of wavy stripes called tiger stripes. 

In the Turkish velvets the pile was always cut and the tex- 

ture was not so fine as that of the Italian and Persian ones. 
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Since velvet was used greatly for divan cushions in the 

seventeenth century, short lengths with lappets were woven for this 

purpose. The pattern at first was not symmetrical but later became 

so with a border top and bottom (36, pp.bO-Lj2). Even some of their 

heavier velvets were used for costumes as well as hangings. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art has a beautiful Turkish hang- 

ing with a border at top and bottom showing a conventionalized tree of 

life motif. In the center is a large rosette with radiating tulips 

and carnations. It is of red and green cut velvet with silver threads 

(Plate 16). 

At the Detroit Institute of Arts there is a beautiful Turkish 

polychrome velvet hanging which was woven in four widths with a border 

on all sides. There are one hundred and ninety star motifs of tulips 

and carnations, separated by trees coming from rosettes. The colors 

are red and blue with soft gold, all on a background of white satin. 

It was probably woven for the sultan's own use and was made at a court 

factory in 3ursa (t3, p.80). 

The Villiam Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art also has a fine 

large sixteenth century Turkish hanging. It is a velvet brocade from 

Bursa with a conventionalized carnation design with hyacinths and 

tulips. The pattern is in silver thread with a fine outline of blue 

on a red cut velvet ground. There is a border about ten inches wide 

all around. The silver thread is worn off in most places leaving the 

silk inner core intact. This was characteristic of the gold and silver 

threads used in the Near East. 
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Persia 

VThìen Justinian ruled in Persia (b83-6) the art of silk 

culture had its beginning in the Near East. Even long before that the 

raw silk had been brought in from China by way of the "Silk Road" and 

Persia became outstanding in the production of rich silken fabrics. 

Some think velvet weaving originated in Persia, but since 

there have been found no pieces prior to those of the sixteenth cen- 

tury, this cannot be verified. However, at this time there was such 

an abindance of intricately designed and many colored velvets of ex- 

quisite texture being woven, that it is probable that this favorite 

of fabrics had been known and woven there for a very long time. 

Shah Tahmasp and Shah Abbas were two rulers of the Safavid 

dynasty (1)499-1628). They were great patrons of art, especially that 

of weaving, and under their patronage the textiles produced were un- 

equaled for beauty, design, and technique. They had a grace and 

dignity of pattern, subtle colors, and a lavish use of gold and 

silver thread. This was called the golden era of Persian weaving. 

Shah Abbas the Great (l87-l628) was held in very high esteem 

and during his rule there were said to be thirty-two looms attached to 

his courts, each one employing an average of one hundred and fifty 

weavers. From one of their looms probably came a velvet which is now 

in the Cleveland Museum of Art. This is thought so on account of the 

intricate weave, exquisite design, and quality of material. Eleven 

colors appear in the silk pile and the background is closely woven 

cloth of gold. Silver is also used in several places. It is thought 
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that this panel ould represent the work of one weaver for three 

years (3?, pp.5O-54). 

The Persian weavers were masters at handling many colors and 

used a technique of extra warp insertions vhich was unique and un- 

equaled by the skilful weavers of Italy. The only velvets outside 

those of Persia, in which this weave has been found were in a few 

Indian velvets, which were probably made under the direction of 

Persian weavers, and a few later Chinese velvets (26, p.88a). 

Chinese influence was marked in the designs of the sixteenth 

century Persian velvets. The love of nature as a source of their pat- 

terns was shown in flowering shrubs, iris, poppies, and roses with 

butterflies and birds and perhaps a pond or brook. Outstandingly 

characteristic was the use of figures and animals in natural forms 

(27, p.7). Although an injunction had been issued by the Mohammedan 

church against the representation of any living creature, they did not 

feel that it applied to textiles and thus were not strictly bound by it. 

The European velvet weavers as a nile did not use more than 

two or three warp threads at a time. They enriched their velvets by 

varying the texture in different ways. For exaiile, different lengths 

of pile were used; some loops were cut and. others left uncut; a design 

was stamped on the velvet. However, the Persians used none of these 

methods. Instead they wove solid cut velvets or voided cut ones in 

which the background was covered with gold or silver thread. These two 

methods were also used in Europe, but the color, designing, and weaving 

technique of the Persian velvets were remarkable. Very distinctive was 
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their use of a special weft thread to outline the design motifs and 

the carrying of the metallic weft threads across the back of the 

fabric (26, o.25). 

The metal thread used in countries of the Near East differed 

from that of other countries and generally consisted of strips of 

silver or silver gilt wound on a core of silk. In some of the late 

sixteenth century velvets this metal thread was twisted into loops 

(boucle) which enriched the surface of the fabric. These loops were 

also found in Italian and Spanish velvets, not only in the design but 

scattered about in the pile of the fabric, 

One way to distinguish between Persian and other Near Eastern 

velvets and those of Europe is by the result of wear on the metallic 

threads. In the fonner the metal disappears leaving the silk thread 

core in place. The whole metal thread disappears entirely in the worn 

European velvets. This is caused probably by a difference in coinposi- 

tion of the metal or it may be due to a difference in the weaving. 

Another type of metal strip which was woven flat without any 

core was sometimes used in Safavid velvets, but after hard wear the 

strips disappeared coletely (26, pp.7-9). 

The best velvets in Persia were woven at Yazd and Kashan and 

were among the most sumptuous fabrics ever produced. They sometimes 

were used even on the battlefields of noble warriors, who were so 

accustomed to the splendor of princely fabrics in their surroundings 

that they had their tents furnished with velvet hangings or linings. 

One of these tents was made by Persian weavers for a Turkish 
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prince by the name of Sangusko in the sixteenth century. It was taken 

during the unsuccessful siege of Vienna. It has now been taken apart 

and different sections are in various museums of the country. 

The ceiling, a beautiful round piece with design of man on 

horseback fighting lions and panthers, is in the Boston Museum of Art 

(Plate 17). Two sections and a fragment of the same tent are at the 

William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of rt. The fragment has a similar 

pattern to that of the ceiling (Plate 18) while the two sections show 

arabesques of Persian flowers and foliage in gold, red, blue, yellow, 

white, and buff with a line of black outlining motifs in one (Plate 19) 

(Plate 20). The background was originally gold, which is now worn away 

showing the silk core threads. 

A shaped panel of Persian velvet at the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art. portrays the legend of Iskander killing the dragon. It has 

gold background with several colors in the design and was woven in 

l9O (Plate 21). 

China 

For centuries before Christ China was weaving gorgeous silk 

fabrics. The culture of the silkworm was a secret vshich she did not 

like to disclose. The textiles were taken to the Near East by traders 

for a long time before it was known just how they were made. This was 

during the Han dynasty (206 B.C. - 220 AID.). Then sorne Persian 

monks, who had previously been to China, were sent over by Justinian 

in the sixth century to learn what they could and to bring back the 
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and a few sprouts of the mulberry tree hidden in their canes. Before 

long silk weaving was thriving in other countries. 

Since no velvets were found in China ich could be attributed 

to an earlier time than the seventeenth century, it had always been 

thought that velvet weaving did not begin in China. However, her 

velvets were of such outstanding richness of design and material that 

experts have felt that such fabrics could not have been made without 

a long previous knowledge of the difficult weave. 

During the thirteenth century Kublai Khan invited ambassadors 

and travelers to visit China in order to encourage peace among the 

nations. One of these visitors, Marco Polo, a Venetian, went over in 

the latter part of the thirteenth century. Upon returning to Italy he 

gave glowing reports of the fabulous country of China, especially in 

regard to their silk weaving. It is told that, on one occasion wishing 

to impress his countrymen, he donned a crimson satin suit. After excia- 

mations from his friends he left arid returned in one of damask, then 

again in richly woven velvet ()ü, p,O). 

An interesting book written in 1609 by Antonio de Morga, a 

Spaniard, connected with the galleon trade, has been discovered 'which 

verifies the fact that many velvets were produced in the sixteenth 

century. A reference from this book is quoted by Pauline Simmons in 

a booklet of the Metropolitan Museum of Art as follows: " . . . raw 

silk in bundles, fine untwisted silk, quantities of velvets, some plain 

and some embroidered in all sorts of figures, colors, and fashions; 
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others with a body of gold and embroidered with gold. They (the 

Chinese) also bring many bed ornaments, hangings, coverlets, and 

tapestries of embroidered velvet (30, p.25)." 

Miss Simmons also suggests that it is significant to note 

that the Persian velvets of the sixteenth century had a naturalistic 

type of design, so different from their earlier conventionalized 

patterns and very definitely of Chinese influence, that it is plausi- 

ble that China might have eceded Persia in the weaving of velvets. 

However, the word for velvet in Chinese is hui tse jung, bui meaning 

Central Asian and jung meaning nap (2h., p.2O). 

While these stories are interesting to note, the earliest 

velvets found in China were woven during the latter part of the Ming 

dynasty (l368-l6hI). They were of several varieties of texture, such 

as, cut voided cloth velvet, frequently brocaded, cisele, solid satin 

velvet, and cut solid twill velvet. These were chiefly in the form of 

small valances or table covers, chair covers, and fragints (31, p.23). 

One of these Ming velvets is in the William Rockhill Nelson 

Gallery of Art. It is a dark blue table cover of voided cut velvet 

brocade with ch'i lin, or unicorn, design. A flap across the top has 

two gold dragons. The well preserved Chinese textiles of this period 

are rare. 

Some beautiful Chinese velvets have been preserved that were 

woven during the reign of K'ang Hsi in the middle of the seventeenth 

century. One of these is in the same gallery. It is a dark blue cut 

velvet brocade panel with phoenixes and other birds. The border 



30 

contains dragons and clouds in polychrome brocade. 

Two other velvets of this period may be found in the Victoria 

and Albert Museum in London. One is a large Imperial hanging hich is 

said to have been taken from the Summer Palace in Peking. It has a 

background of yellowish green with various colored silk in the pattern 

of flowers, clouds, and dragons chasing jewels. The other velvet has 

a lotus and fretwork design in white, yellow, and shades of blue and 

gold thread on a red background (31, p.23). 

The Chinese like decoration as is shown so clearly in all of 

their art. They do not like to see unadorned surfaces. Therefore in 

their weaving they embellished when possible not only by design in the 

fabric but also by embroidery. 

They were very conservative in their patterns and designs. 

After adopting certain types, they continued to use them dth variatiorE 

for centuries. About two thirds of' the designs used on the lovely Ming 

porcelains were copied from textiles. 

The Chinese love of nature combined with that of symbolism 

has helped to produce the majority of their patterns. Geometric and 

fretwork backgrounds were very prevalent in their brocades. Their 

designs were sometimes naturalistic and sometimes conventional, but 

generally symbolic, ar color symbolism played an important part in 

their art, especially when associated with their religion. 

Animals have been favorite sources of patterns in their tex- 

tiles for centuries. Some of those most often used were the tiger, 

deer, elephant, and bat, each symbolizing some special state of well- 
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being. For example, the bat was an emblem of happiness and longevity 

and was very often used. Sometirrs it was so ornate that it seemed to 

resemble the butterfly. 

Flowers and trees were used extensively. They were natural 

and graceful and comprised the main flowers of China, such as the 

peony, typifying spring, the lotus for summer, the chrysanthemum for 

autunn, and pine for winter. 

Fruits were coon motifs, especially the peach, emblem of 

long life and the pomegranate, denoting fertility. Birds such as the 

crane, pheasant, and mandarin duck were seen frequently in textile 

designs, also insects, especially the butterfly. 

Water, clouds, mountains, and landscapes were effective 

especially in borders. 

In addition there were three mythical and symbolical creatures 

which were the most outstanding of all their motifs. They were the 

dragon, the phoenix, and the Chi-un or unicorn. The dragon was the 

symbol of the Emperor and the Phoenix was that of the Enpress. The 

Chi-un was a creature of good orrn. 

Also playing an important part in Chinese designs were groups 

of symbolical objects, the most imnortant being ttThe Twelve Ornaments". 

These were used on sacrificai robes, all tweive being allowed only on 

the robe of the emperior himself. 

Another group of symbolic motifs was referred to as the "Eight 

Buddhist Emblems of Happy Anguryt'. 

From Taoism came the 11Eight Tavoist Symbols" or "Attributes 
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of the Eight Inortals11. 

The swastika was an emblem of good luck and the Yin Yang 

symbolized male and female. 

All these many motifs have been used for centuries and are 

still being used. They were reproduced in the fabrics of other 

countries with variations. 

In addition to the three velvets of this period which were 

mentioned above, the William hockhill Nelson Gallery of Art has one 

fragment from the seventeenth century. It is voided cut and uncut 

velvet on a gold satin background. Blue, green, and tan chrysanthe.- 

mums show a strong Italian influence. 

Netherlands, Flanders, and England 

Silk weaving was introduced in the Netherlands and Flanders 

as early as the thirteenth century. Two hundred. years later wandering 

weavers from Florence and Venice settled there. This helped to 

improve the production of silk fabrics. During the time of Charles I 

they were said to have made excellent velvets, gold brocades, and 

satins (1)4, p.3). These were equal to any in Europe in design and 

technique. The Dutch velvets from Utrecht were famous and the term 

Utrecht has become to mean a heavy cotton or mohair velvet (20, p.35)4). 

England 

Little silk was woven in England before the fifteenth century. 

In 152l some noblemen attempted to start silk weaving on a big scale. 
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They brought weavers from Italy and looms were set up for making 

damasks, satins, velvets, and cloth of gold. However, the venture 

failed. Then again in the sicteenth century refugee weavers from the 

Netherlands settled in Spitalfields and later some French Protestants 

also came theree Finally there developed a thriving, prosperous, 

weaving center where beautiful silk brocades, velvets, satins, and 

damasks were woven (36, pp. S2-3). 

Velvets played an important part in the furnishing of palaces 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Bed coverings, canopies 

chair and stool coverings, were generally of velvet or damask. A bed 

covering made for Queen Anne in 171)4, but not completed until after 

her death was described as being of crimson arid yellow on a white 

satin ground in two lengths of pile. These were imported from Italy 

and other countries (il, pp.2)48-22), 

Eiçhteenth Century Later 

As we look toward the eighteenth century we find France excel-. 

ling all others in the weaving of fine fabrics. Italy seemed to be 

burdened by a magnificent past and old weaving traditions. During the 

seventeenth century the French silk fabrics, such as taffetas, satins, 

and brocades surpassed others in fine texture and design, but the 

velvets were still imported to some degree. But by the eighteenth 

century Italian velvets and silks were looked upon as out of date arid 

those of Lyons were the popular ones, even in Italy itself U8, p.151). 

There was a noticeable change in pattern from stiff 

conventionalized forms to light, natural, life-like patterns. Pomp 
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changed to grace and there was a richness and elegance throughout all 

textile weaving, even a leaning toward femininity. It was an intercst- 

ing style during the time of Louis XV and it was then that Chinese 

motifs began to appear. Some of these were dragons, Chinese land- 

scapes, vases, pagodas and bridges which later became knovn as 

"chinoiserie". This was due to a revival of commerce between France 

and China. Louis XV presented some valuable Gobelin tapestries to the 

Emperor of China, who in return sent rich brocades. After that every- 

thing Chinese became the style. Floral forms became smaller. Shathng 

was continued, but was not so heavy as before. 

This was a glorious age for Lyons silks, due in no small part 

to the work of Phillip de LaSalle. He was a painter, designer, 

engineer, and manufacturer. He, together with Camille Pernon, produced 

magnificent textiles for nobility all over Europe. 

The style of Louis XVI became even more effeminate. Flowers 

dwindled in size, sometimes to buds. There were baskets of flowers, 

vases, madallions, musical and garden instruments, and twisted ribbon 

effects. Colors were soft, soothing pastels and other subdued tones. 

Motifs were arranged in vertical lines and metallic thread was often 

used. 

Two examples of eighteenth century French velvets at the Met- 

ropolitan Museum of Art are very different in design. The first one 

(Plate 22) is an early eighteenth century piece with large flower motif 

in cut velvet on satin ground. The other (Plate 23) is also from the 

early eighteenth century. It is a cut and uncut brocaded velvet with 
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design of small flowers with twisted ribbons fonning an unsym- 

metrical frame work. The pattern is green on a gold ground. 

There are five fragments of French eiteenth century vel- 

vets in the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. Two are brocade 

velvets, one with a conventionalized flower design in green and white 

on a pink ground; the other one shows flowers and leaves in mauve, 

pink, vhite, brown, green, arid gold on cream background. The third 

one is cut voided velvet with a diaper design in dull orange, green, 

and red. The other two pieces are cut and uncut velvet in green and 

white on a pink ground. 

A different type of fabric called Gregoire velvet was made 

in France during the nineteenth century. This type of velvet was 

made only in small sizes such as minatures, or medallions. These 

small pictures were greatly sought after and were called, "Velours 

Gregoire". They were made by painting the warp threads before the 

velvet was woven (38, p.195). A very good example of this may be 

found at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Plate 2)4). It is a portrait 

of Louis XVIII from a painting by Gerard. 

In England in the eiteenth century the silk weaving in- 

dustry at Spitalfields had grown greatly until there were about 

fifteen thousand looms. Their reputation was very high and their 

fabrics rivaled even those of Lyons and their patterns were similar 

to those of the French. Soon, however, there started a decline which 

caused the silk weaving in England to go from bad to worse in the 

nineteenth century (36, pp.52-53). 



36 

The latter part of the eighteenth century also showed a de- 

cline in all silk weaving in Italy. France had gained supremacy in 

the field and gradually the French designs showed their influence in 

Italian fabrics by becoming more naturalistic. 

There are fourteen mounted fragnnts of eighteenth century 

Italian velvets in the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. Seven 

are cut and uncut voided satin velvets, two are cut voided velvets 

brocaded in gold and silver, the rest cut voided velvets. Four have 

a small diaper pattern, seven have a conventional floral design, one 

uses a floral design in frames of ribbon, and one is a series of short 

narrow strips with different coats-of-arms. This last one is all un- 

cut velvet in many colors. Red, brown, and black were the main colors 

used in the group of fragments. One was of blue, gold, and silver. 

The Dutch weaving industry began its decline in the first 

part of the eighteenth century. 

Most of the known Persian velvet panels embroidered with gold 

and silver were of eighteenth century origin (1, p.16). The height of 

their textile designing was reached in the sixteenth century and the 

art gradually declined during the next two centuries. The "Cashmere 

palmette" was a distinctive motif of this period (12, p.8). 

It ws from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that the 

great majority of Chinese textiles have come to Europe and Anrica. 

Robes worn by the Emperor and his near relatives and others worn by 

civil arid military officials made up a large proportion of these tex- 

tiles. There were also mandarin coats, skirts, priests' robes, 
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hangings, arid covers. During the early part of the Ch'ing dynasty 

the fabrics showed the sorne fine workmanship as in the preceding 

period. However, near the end of the eighteenth centuiy a deteriora- 

tion began. The designs used were similar to those used in the past 

as they did not change for centuries. It was the brocades and vel- 

vets of the K'ang Hsi period (1662-1722) and Chtien Lung period 

(1736-1795) that were exported to Europe in such large quantities 

and which influenced the textile designs there in the middle of the 

eighteenth century (17, p.X). There is a beautifully illustrated 

French book which shows these lovely Chinese fabrics in colors, 

handpainted. It is, "Les etoff es de la Chine" by M. H. D'Ardeune 

de Tizac. 

The William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art has a very fine 

collection of eighteenth and nineteenth century Chinese textiles and 

among them are fifteen velvets. One is shown here(Plate 25). It is 

a wall hanging from the Imperial Palace during the Ch'ien Lung period. 

The background is old rose cut velvet with design of vases of flowers, 

fans, scrolls, and musical instruments. There are three borders, one 

of fretwork, one of chrysanthemums, and one of dragons. Other 

articles are a table cover set, a table hanging, two women's coats, 

one man's coat, two chair covers, five fragments and two lengths of 

material. The motifs used on these include dragons, bats, eight 

Buddhist symbols, chrysanthemums, cranes, and chinoiserie. The 

colors used were blue, red,green, tan, aubergine or plum color, 

and black. 



In the late sixteenth century a Japanese ambassador visited 

Rome and Spain and brought back rich presents including velvets and 

brocades. Those had a great influence on the fabrics of Japan. 

Velvets or birodo, as they were called, were made in Japan in the 

seventeenth century, but to no great extent as in China. Later vel- 

vets, partly uncut, were woven to represent pictures. They were 

partly painted or dyed (32, p.27). 

Velvets continued to be made in Turkey during the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries and they showed great Italian and Persian in- 

fluence. The pineapple or artichoke was very popular as was the 

palmette filled with floral stems and based on the carnation 

(39, p.lL). Two-handled vases also were used as motifs. In addi- 

tion velvets were especially designed for divan cushions with sym- 

metrical patterns of their own arid with lappet borders, The 

ttScutaritl velvets were made in the nineteenth century for divan 

cushions 40, p.169). 

It was in 1805 that Charles L. Jacquard invented his loom 

in Lyons which caused the simplification of weaving. This brought 

on mass production with a great lowering of prices (l), p.33). This 

meant that the skilled hand weavers were no longer needed and the 

great art that had flourished through the centuries gradually faded 

out. 
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Colors and Dyes in the Middle Ages 

As this gorgeous array of velvets is reviewed, it is to be 

wondered where such colors could be found, colors so beautiful and 

clear that could last through the ages. History tells us that 

centuries before Christ the art of dyeing was practised extensively 

in China, India, axc1 Persia, Later it was brought to Erpt, probably 

by Phoenician traders (2, p.96). 

Gradually the secret of making the dyes spread across Europe 

until dyeing was carried on thxughout many countries. It was even 

considered so important in such countries as Italy, France, and Eng- 

land that dyer's guilds were established which were large factors in 

the producing of such fine colors due to strict testing and super- 

vision (19, p.10). The textiles in the museums today show the perfec- 

tion of the dyes at that time, as the colors are still clear and 

strong in most cases. 

The early silk velvets were always of one color, generally 

red, or red with gold, or sometimes green with gold. To produce this 

red they probably used kermes, which was the main source of red dye 

for centuries. It was used in Syria as early as the time of Moses 

(36, p.97). Small insects, called coeci ilici, which collected on 

a certain variety of oak tree as parasites, were collected, dried, 

and ground in hot water to produce many beautiful shades, such as, 

carmine, scarlet, crimson, or claret. 

Another red dye was cochineal, also an insect parasite, which 

grew on plts of the cactus family. It was less expensive to produce 
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and rde a color of more brilliance, hence it gradually displaced 

kermes in the early sixteenth century. It became very important a 

century later when a Dutch chemist, Drebbel, discovered a very bril- 

liant scarlet could be produced by using tin as a mordant with 

cochineal. From this combination many lovely shades were made. 

Lac, another red dye, was derived from insects also and was 

similar to kermes, but was used chiefly on wool. 

Madder was a dye for red in ancient times. It was made from 

the ground root of the plant, rubia tinctoruin, which was fermented 

and then filtered. From this saine root alzarin, or madder extract, 

was later produced which became exceedingly valuable coloring matter. 

Madder dyes were more for cottons and linens, so probably were used 

for the ancient so-called tiCoptic velvets". 

Indigo was the best source of blue in Eastern countries. It 

came from the juice of a plant by that same name, which produced the 

beautiful, bright, clear blue which is found in so many of the old 

velvets. It is interesting to know that the Persians developed a 

very deep blue by applying indigo over madder. 

Tn western Europe woad, another blue plant dye, was exten- 

sively cultivated and used for many years. However, it did not give 

as good and lasting a color as indigo. Consequently indigo gradually 

replaced woad. 

One dye which was very highly prized at one time was Tyriax 

purple. It was so expensive to produce then that only the nobility 

and the very wealthy could afford to have it (23, pp.23-26). This 
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accounts for the term "royal purple" in later years. It carne from a 

species of Meditteranean shell fish which can even be found to this 

day, but the secret of this dye maldng has been lost. 

For yellow, saffron, a product of the crocus plant, was used 

until later turmeric was introduced from India. Orpiment, or arsenic, 

was another yellow dye in the middle ages. Logwood was a fine dye- 

stuff for black and brizilwood was used for some reds and browns. 

Orseille, or archil, was obtained from species of licheus and pro- 

duced a beautiful rich brown color. However, its color was not last- 

ing so it was later used on fabrics which had previously been dyed 

another color. This gave a beautiful luster. Verdigris produced 

green, and anzuro, lapis lazuli, a beautiful blue. 

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries there were many 

popular colors, such as, crimson, maroon, indigo, violet, green, 

gray, turquoise, and gold (19, p.l7). The Italian velvets of this 

time were generally of one, two, or three colors, and it was seldom 

that more were used. On the other hand, the velvets of Persia were 

more often than not, produced with several colors. It was the tech- 

nique of using many colors for which the Persians were noted. 

Symbolism always played a great part in the use of color in 

China ar3 Japan, especially in connection with religious rites 

(32, p.hO). Red, the color of joy, was used for wedding garments 

and for clothes of young children for festive occasions. The robes 

of the priests in the Temple of the Sun were red. 

glue, the heavenly color, was one of the most used colors in 
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China and Japan. It was the color of the robes worn by the priests 

in the Temple of Heaven, corresponding to the beautiful tile roof of 

the Temple itself. 

Yellow, the imperial color, was long the favorite of the 

Chinese and was the insignia of the ruling clan from 8l A.D. to 

1912. Hence the emperors' robes were generally of yellow. Brocades 

of this color were used in the Temple of the Earth. Green, also a 

color of the earth, was sometimes used, though not so often as 

yellow. 

Ythite was found in the Temple of the Moon. It was the 

symbol of mourning. 
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Classification of Velvets 

Velvets are usually of silk hut may be of cotton, linen or 

wool. They are composed of a foundation weave with extra warp threads 

that are woven aver wires. When the wires are withdrawn, tiny loops 

of thread remain (2S, p.bl). These loops may then be cut or left un- 

cut. The foundation weave of velvets may be cloth, twill, or satin. 

In some rare cases of ancient velvets extra weft threads were used to 

form the loops (26, p.9). The loops, cut or uncut, are referred to 

as the pile. 

Table of Classification of Velvet Weaves (26, P.viii) 

Cloth Velvet Weaves 

II Solid Cloth Velvet Weaves 

A. Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

1. Stamped 

2. Pile on Pile 

3. Chine 

L. Printed 

B. Uncut Solid Cloth Velvet 

C. Cisele Solid Cloth Velvet 
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III Voided Cloth Velvet Weaves 

A. Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

1. Stamped 

2. Pile on Pile 

3. Chine 

h. Printed 

B. Uncut Voided Cloth Velvet 

C. Cisele Voided Cloth Velvet 

IV Twill Velvet Weaves 

V Solid Twill Velvet Weaves 

A. Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

1. Stamped 

2. Pile on Pile 

3. Chine 

h. Printed 

B. Uncut Solid Twill Velvet 

C. Cisele Solid Twill Velvet 

VI Satin Velvet Weaves 

VII Solid Satin Velvet Weaves 

A. Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

1. Stamped 

2. Pile on Pile 

3. Chine 

1. Printed 



VII Solid Satin Velvet Veaves (continued) 

B. Uncut Solid Satin Velvet 

C. Cisele Solid Satin Velvet 

VIII Voided Satin Velvet Veaves 

A. Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

1. Stamped 

2. Pile on Pile 

3. Chine 

b. Printed 

B. Uncut Voided Satin Velvet 

C. Cisele Voided Satin Velvet 

1. Cloth Velvet Yeaves 

The subheading for all fabrics of velvet weave with a 

foundation warp and weft interwoven as in cloth. 

2. Solid Cloth Velvet 1Ieaves 

The division for all cloth velvets in which the pile 

threads cover the fourxlation weave and the whole surface of the fabric 

is of velvet, so that there are no areas without velvet pile. 

3. Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

fabric of velvet weave, with a foundation of cloth, 

in ich all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut and 

the tufts of these cut threads form a pile or nap that covers the 

entire surface of the piece. 



L. Stamped Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

A cut solid cloth velvet on which a design has been 

pressed after weaving. No Persian staed velvets have been noted. 

5. Pile on Pile Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

A cut solid cloth velvet in which a design is made in 

two or more heights of velvet pile. No Persian pile on pile velvets 

have been noted. 

6. Chine Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

A cut solid cloth velvet in which a design in color 

has been applied to the velvet warps before weaving. 

7. Printed Cut Solid Cloth Velvet 

A cut solid cloth velvet to which a design in color has 

been applied after weaving, by printing, painting, dyeing, or any other 

process. No Persian printed velvets have been noted. 

8. Uncut Solid Cloth Velvet 

A fabric of solid cloth velvet weave in which all the 

velvet loops have been left uncut. In addition to the ordinary velvets 

with a pile made by silk warps, this class also includes such primi- 

tive textiles as some of the shaggy Coptic linen cloths, in which weft 

threads running from selvage to selvage are pulled out to form long 

loops that cover the fabric. No Persian uncut velvets have been noted. 

9. Cisele Solid Cloth Velvet 

A fabric of solid cloth velvet weave in which some of 

the velvet loops have been cut and others left uncut. No Persian 

cisele velvets have been noted. 
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10. Voided Cloth Velvet eaves 

The division for all cloth velvets in which areas of 

velvet contrast with areas of foundation weave, or of foundation 

weave covered by brocading or by extra wefts. In the parts where no 

velvet appears, the velvet warps have not been cut away, but lie 

hidden in the foundation weave. 

11. Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A fabric of velvet weave, with a foundation of cloth 

in which all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut, arid 

in which areas of cut velvet pile contrast with areas of foundation 

weave. 

12. Stamped Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A cut voided cloth velvet on which a desiì has been 

pressed after weaving. 

13. Pile on Pile Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A cut voided cloth velvet in which a design is made in 

two or more heights of pile. 

lb. Chine Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A cut voided cloth velvet in which a design in color 

has been p1ied to the velvet warps before weaving. 

1. Printed Cut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A cut voided cloth velvet to which a design in color 

has been applied after weaving, by printing, painting, dyeing, or any 

other process. 



16. Uncut Voided Cloth Velvet 

A fabric of voided cloth velvet weave in which all 

the velvet loops have been left uncut. In addition to the ordinary 

velvets with a pile made by silk warps, this class also includes 

certain textiles, usually of linen or cotton, in which weft threads 

running from selvage to selvage form a design in loops on a cloth 

background. 

17. Cisele Voided Cloth Velvet 

A fabric of voided cloth velvet weave in ithich some 

of the velvet loops have been cut and others left uncut. 

18. Twill Velvet Weaves 

The subheading for all fabrics of velvet weave with a 

foundation warp and weft interwoven as in twill. 

19. Solid Twill Velvet Tleaves 

The division for all twill velvets in which the pile 

threads cover the foundation weave, and the whole surface is of 

velvet, so that there are no areas without velvet pile. 

20. Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

A fabric of velvet weave with a foundation of twill in 

which all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut, and the 

tufts of these cut threads form a pile or nap that covers the entire 

surface. 

21. Stamped Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

A cut solid twill velvet on which a design has been 

pressed after weaving. 
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22. Pile on Pile Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

A cut solid twill velvet in vthich a design is made 

in two or more heights of velvet pile. 

23. Chine Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

A cut solid twill velvet in which a design in color has 

been applied to the velvet warps before weaving. 

211. Printed Cut Solid Twill Velvet 

A cut solid twill velvet to which a design in color has 

been applied after weaving by printing, painting, dyeing, or any 

other process, 

2, Uncut Solid Twill Velvet 

A fabric of solid twill velvet weave in which all the 

velvet loops have been left uncut. 

26. Cisele Solid Twill Velvet 

A fabric of solid twill velvet weave, in which some of 

the velvet loops have been cut and others left uncut. 

27. Voided Twill Velvet 7eaves 

The division for all twill velvets in which areas of 

velvet contrast with areas of foundation weave, or of foundation weave 

covered by brocading, or by extra wefts. In the parts where no velvet 

appears, the velvet warps have not been cut away, but lie hidden in 

the foundation weave. 

28, Cut Voided Twill Velvet 

A fabric of velvet weave with a foundation of twill, 

in which all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut, and 

in which areas of cut velvet pile contrast with areas of foundation 

weave. 



29. Stamped Cut Voided Twill Velvet 

A cut voided twill velvet on which a design has been 

pressed after weaving. 

30. Pile on Pile Cut Voided Twill Velvet 

A cut voided twill velvet in which a design is made 

in two or more heights of velvet pile. 

31. Chine Cut Voided Twill Velvet 

A cut voided twill velvet in which a design in color 

has been applied to the velvet warps before weaving. 

32, Printed Cut Voided Twill Velvet 

A cut voided twill velvet to which a design in color 

has been applied after weaving by printing, painting, dyeing, or any 

other process. 

33. Uncut Voided Twill Velvet 

A fabric of voided twill velvet weave in which all the 

velvet loops have been left uncut. 

31, Cisele Voided Twill Velvet 

A fabric of voided twill velvet weave, in which some 

of the velvet loops have been cut and others left uncut. 

3S. Satin Velvet Veaves 

The subheading for all fabrics of velvet weave with a 

foundation warp and weft interwoven as in satin 

36. Solid Satin Velvet Weaves 

The division for all satin velvets in which the pile 

threads cover the foundation weave and the whole surface of the fabric 
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is of velvet, so that there are no areas without velvet pile. 

37. Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

A fabric of velvet weave with a foundation of satin, 

in which all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut, and 

the tufts of these cut threads form a pile, or nap, that covers the 

entire surface of the piece. 

38. Stamped Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

A cut solid satin velvet on which a design has been 

pressed after weaving. 

39. Pile on Pile Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

A cut solid satin velvet in which a design has been 

made in two or more heights of velvet pile. 

)40. Chine Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

A cut solid satin velvet in which a design in color 

has been auplied. to the velvet warps before weaving. 

41. Printed Cut Solid Satin Velvet 

A cut solid satin velvet to which a design in color has 

been applied after weaving, by prirfting, painting, dyeing, or any 

other process. 

12. Uncut Solid Satin Velvet 

A fabric of solid satin velvet weave, in which all the 

velvet loops have been left uncut. 

)43. Cisele Solid Satin Velvet 

A fabric of solid satin velvet weave in hich some of 

the loops have been cut and others left uncut. 



)4. Voided Satin Velvet Yeaves 

The division for all satin velvets in which areas of 

velvet contrast with areas of foundation weave, or of foundation 

weave covered by brocading or by extra wefts. In the parts where no 

velvet aopears, the velvet warps have not been cut away, but lie 

hidden in the foundation weave. 

)-i5. Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

A fabric of velvet weave with a foundation of satin, 

in which all the loops formed by the velvet warps have been cut, and 

in which areas of cut velvet pile contrast with areas of foundation 

weave. 

)6. Stamped Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

A cut voided satin velvet on which a design has been 

pressed after weaving. 

L7. Pile on Pile Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

A cut voided satin velvet in which a design is made 

in two or more heights of pile. 

b8. Chine Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

A cut voided satin velvet in which a design in color 

has been applied to the velvet warps before weaving. 

I9. Printed Cut Voided Satin Velvet 

A cut voided satin velvet to which a design in color 

has been applied after weaving, by printing, painting, dyeing, or 

any other process. 

o. Uncut Voided Satin Velvet 
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A fabric of voided satin velvet weave, in which all 

the velvet loops have been left uncut. 

l. Cisele Voided Satin Velvet 

A fabric of voided satin velvet weave in which sorne of 

the velvet loops have been cut and others left uncut. 

(26, pp.9-6)1) 



Plate 1 

Five colored velvet chasuble. 

Italian early 1th century. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson 0allery of Art. 
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Plate 2 

Italian or Spanish, 11460. 

Brocaded voided velvet showing Oriental influence. 

Courtesy Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 3 

Italian velvet brocade, lI8O. 

Green cut velvet ground with gold design. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate b 

Italian velvet brocade, lb9O. 

Gold colored ground vith red cut velvet. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate S 

Florentine velvet brocade, lL75-lSOO. 

Red cut velvet design on yellow twill ground. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 6 

Italian cut voided twill velvet, lth century. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 





Plate 7 

Venetian voided velvet brocade, luth century. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 8 

Cope, Italian, 1th century. 

Red and gold velvet brocade. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 9 

Italian dalmatic, 15th century. 

Green cut velvet with design in gold. Ferronniere velvet. 

Courtesy Viilliam Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 10 

Italian chasuble, 1I89. 

Dark red velvet brocade with pile on pile design in background. 

Courtesy William hockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 11 

Italian velvet brocade, 16th century. Turkish influence. 

Courtesy William Rockhifl Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 12 

Italian cut velvet brocade, 16th century. 

Ground of silver with design in blue gray. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 13 

Probably Italian uncut voided cloth velvet, 16th century. 

Ground of white shot with silver, design in light green. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 



65a 



Plate lI 

Italian cut and uncut velvet, 16th century, in green. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 1 

Italian cope, 16th century. 

Red cut velvet with orphrey depicting the apostles and madonna and 

child. 

Courtesy Villiain Rockhil]. Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 16 

Turkish hanging, 17th century. 

Red and green cut velvet with silver threads. 

Courtesy Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 17 

Tent ceiling, 16th century. Persian cut velvet. 

Courtesy of Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Plate 18 

Fragment of tent, 16th century. Persian cut velvet. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 19 - Plate 20 

Sections of' tent. Persian cut velvet, 16th century. 

Courtesy William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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Plate 21 

Shaped panel of Persian cut velvet, ibO. 

Iskander killing the dragon. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 22 

French cut velvet, early 18th century, satin ground. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 23 

French cut and uncut velvet brocade, early 18th century. 

Green design on gold ground. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 





7S 

Plate 2h 

French Gregoire velvet, 19th century. 

Portrait of Louis XVIII from a painting by Gerard. 

Courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Plate 2 

Chinese Imperial hanging, 18th century. Chien Lung period. 

Old rose cut velvet brocade with threads of gold and silver. 

Courtesy William lìockhill Nelson Gallery of Art. 
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GLOSSARY 

Acanthus A leaf motif. 

Arabesque An ornamental flovdng design or interlaced pattern. 

Artichoke A plant resembling a thistle from which an art motif 

was derived. 

Chasuble A sleeveless ecclesiastical vestment of the celebrant 

of the Eucharist. 

Chine A type of velvet in which a colored design has been 

applied to the warp threads before weaving. 

Cisele A type of velvet in which sorne of the loops have been 

cut and others left uncut. 

Cope An ecclesiastical semI-circular shaped vestment open 

in front and fastened by a clasp at the neck. The 

straight edge is usually decorated by an orphrey. 

Dalmatic Ari ecclesiastical vestment with long wide sleeves. It 

is worn by deacons and bishops. 

Diaper A pattern consisting of the constant repetition of one 

or more units of design, the outline of one forming 

part of the outlines of the adjoining unit. 

Ferronier A type of velvet design which resembles iron grillwork. 

Galloon A narrow binding or trixmning. 

Gregoire A type of velvet medallion or portrait on which a 

picture has been painted before weaving. 

Jardinere A type of velvet having a light background with a 

design of flowers resembling a garden. 



Lappet A flap or loose fold. 

Ogival Having the form of a pointed arch or oval. 

Orphrey A band of rich embroidery used on ecclesiastical 

vestments. 

Palmette An Oriental motif resembling a palm leaf. 

Pomegranate A favorite Italian design resembling a pomegranate. 

Roundel A small circle. 

Seme A spotting of separate objects or groups of small 

figures. 


