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Nikolaos Vryzidis

THE CROSS-CULTURAL CONTEXT OF THE BENAKI CHASUBLE:
A SAFAVID-RENAISSANCE VELVET ENCOUNTER

‘Eva adnuooievto @atAovio tegéa Tov xaBoiixot 60y-
uatos oo 10 Movoeio Mmevaxn eSetdletal we xatd-
AOLTTO TOV EUTOQIOV TV TEQOLXMV VQACUATOYV OTNV
Evodmn xatd v momwun Loviéova exoyi. 210 xAaiolo
QUTO aVaAveTaL TO EUTOOLO TOV UeTaSLov, ws T0 ®VOLO
XOQOXTNOLOTIXO TG oa@afidixis eSwteoixns molTi-
#NG, xaBWS xat N XSO0 TOV TNV EVOWTAIXI] ALoON-
Txn xatd tov 170 awdva. Exurooobeta, n avaivon tov
uTixoU xar Swouoppixot Staxoouov twv PeAovdwv
0V Qatloviov Seiyver TN SLlauopQmon xOWViAS XOoNonNs
TWV SLax0oUNTIXDYV CVUPBOAM KDY BeudTwy ota yoLotia-
vixd dugia otnv Evodnn xat tnv avatolxi Meooyeto.

A€Eelg whetdra

170¢ awdvag, Aettovoyixd dugia, QaLAovio, doUwon, vAt-
HOS TOMTIOUOS %aTd TNV Avayevvnon, toAauixi Téxvn o€
XOLOTLOVIXO TEQLPBAALOV.

T he Benaki chasuble is the product of intercultural in-
teraction between Safavid Iran and Renaissance Europe!,
a phenomenon that was intensified during the reign of
Shah Abbas I (r. 1588-1629) (see below Fig. 6). In order
to contextualize the object I will refer first to the impact

* Art Historian, PhD, nikolaos.vryzidis@gmail.com

** [ am indebted to Anna Ballian who brought this object to my
attention when it resurfaced during the 2014-2015 El Greco exhi-
bition at the Byzantine and Christian Museum, Athens. I would
also like to offer my sincere thanks to Mara Verykokou of the Byz-
antine and Post-Byzantine Art Department, Benaki Museum, for
accommodating my research; and Daniella Degl’Innocenti of the
Museo del Tessuto, Prato for reading the article’s first draft.

' On the circulation of Islamic objects in late medieval and Re-
naissance Italy read R. E. Mack, Bazaar to Piazza: Islamic Trade
and Italian Art, 1300-1600, Berkley, Los Angeles - London 2002.
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An unpublished Catholic chasuble from the collec-
tion of the Benaki Museum is analyzed as a remnant
of the Iranian textile trade in early modern Europe.
Its contextualization proceeds from discussing the
silk trade as a tool of Safavid diplomacy, and con-
tinues with considering the impact of Safavid silks on
17th-century European aesthetic. Moreover, the arti-
cle’s discussion of the floral and animal motifs adorn-
ing the chasuble’s velvets points out to the formation
of a common visual language in Christian vestments
throughout Europe and the Eastern Mediterranean.

Keywords

17th century; catholic vestments; chasuble; osmosis; inter-
cultural interaction; Renaissance material culture; Islamic
art in Europe.

the Shah’s ‘silken diplomacy’ had in Europe® I will then
discuss the characteristics of the chasuble’s idiosyncratic
tailoring in detail, and the meaning it possibly conveyed.

The Shah’s seven recorded embassies to Venice between
1600 and 1622 are of great interest to textile historians

2 Shah “Abbas: The Remaking of Iran (exhibition catalogue), ed. S.
N. Canby, London 2009, cat. no. 22 p. 64. G. Riota, “Safavid Persia
and Western Europe, 1500-1722”, Arts as a Message: Asia and
Europe, 1500-1700 (exhibition catalogue), ed. P. Noever, Ostfil-
dern 2009, cat. nos 143-158 p. 206-207, and 208-219 (B. Moser - E.
Schmuttermeier - A. Volker - J. Wieninger - M. Neuwirth). R. P.
Matthee, “Iran’s Relations with Europe in the Safavid Period: Dip-
lomats, Missionaries, Merchants, and Travel”, The Fascination of
Persia: The Persian-European Dialogue in Seventeenth-Century
Art & Contemporary Art of Teheran (exhibition catalogue), ed. A.
Langer, Zurich 2012, 4-25.
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as they provide a historical link between the distribution
of Safavid fabrics and carpets in Italy and the absorption
of Iranian aesthetic by local weavers. The ethnically and
religiously heterogeneous envoys were Jewish converts
to Catholicism, Armenians and Muslim tradesmen, all
of whom acted as diplomats carrying the Shah’s official
letters®. This certainly indicates that Iran’s desire to pro-
mote its weaving industry permeated Venetian-Safavid
relations. Out of all the embassies, the most relevant to
our discussion was that headed by Fathi Beyg in 1603.
This merchant envoy arrived with a following of six Mus-
lim Iranians and three Armenians, all of them carrying
presents for the Doge, namely precious textiles and a car-
pet. Venice’s Senate paid great honor to the envoy’s gifts,
ordering the cloth and robes to be turned into chasubles
and other ecclesiastical vestments, while the carpet was
used to cover the Doge’s stool in St. Mark’s basilica.?.
Among these gifts, probably the most famous is the
Madonna and the Child velvet panel, which was possi-
bly sent as an advertisement of the industry’s capacity
to produce designs specifically made for the Christian
market (Fig. 1)°. Unfortunately, this is perhaps the only

3 Interestingly, most of the official letters did not raise any politi-
cal matters but merely expressed the Shah’s friendship to the Ve-
netians. Hence, the envoys were limited to light diplomacy and the
promotion of silk trade. See G. Rota, “Safavid Envoys in Venice”,
R. Kauz - G. Rota - J. P. Niederkorn (eds), Diplomatisches Zere-
moniell in Europa und im Mittleren Osten in der Friihen Neuzeit,
Vienna 2009, 213-249, esp. 221-222. On Venice’s contacts with
central Asia and Iran read G. Bellingeri, “Altri turchi, altro Islam.
Venezia, le steppe, la Persia”, Venezia e I'Islam 828-1797 (exhibi-
tion catalogue), ed. S. Carboni, Venice 2007, 51-67.

* See Rota, “Safavid Envoys”, op.cit. (n. 3), 227-228. On September
1606, Giovanni Maffei wrote on these gifts and the use assigned
to them in the inventory of the San Marco Treasury: “...un manto
tessuto d’oro mandato dal persian [handwritten note: ‘fatto un pi-
vial et una pianeta’]; un tapedo de seda tessuto d’oro, longo brazza
quarto et braza tre alto; pano de veludo e d’oro a figure, longo
brazza sette [handwritten note: ‘fu fatto il fornimento della sedia
del serenissimo Principe et un cusin dell’istesso con cordola d’oro
intorno et suoi fiochi d’oro’]; pani di seta e oro numero tre, per
longheza de brazza sette I'uno [handwritten note: ‘fatti tre piviali’];
panni de seta senza oro de piu colori numero tre, longhi ut supra”;
see A. Schiavon, “La Serenissima e Abbas: una recherche negli ar-
chive Veneziani”, I Doni di Shah Abbas: Relazioni diplomatiche
tra la Repubblica di Venezie e la Persia Safavide (exhibition ca-
talogue), ed. E. Galiardi Mangilli, Venice 2013, 71-75, esp. 73-74.
> The detailed description of Fathi Beyg’s presents to the Doge
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Christian-themed figural textile produced for the Euro-
pean market we know; the impressive Isfahan cope in
the Victoria and Albert Museum is now generally at-
tributed to Armenian patronage®. Nonetheless, it can
still be argued the Shah was trying to create a new Chris-
tian market for his figural silks in Europe’. After all,
this was also the practice of his major political rival, the
Ottomans® who benefited from the production of Chris-
tian-themed silks for a Greek and Eastern European cli-
entele’. The Safavids exploited the Armenian Diaspora

can be found in at least two documents from the Archivio di Stato
di Venezia (ASV, Secreta, Commemoriali, registro 26, fol. 179b.;
ASYV, Collegio, Esposizioni principi, filza 14, fols. unnumbered):
“Un manto tessuto con oro. Un tapedo di veluto tessuto con oro, et
argento. Un panno di veluto tessuto con oro, con figure di Christo,
et di sua Madre Maria. Tre cavezzi tessuti con oro. Tre schietti
tessuti con seda”. See E. Galiardi Mangilli, “Mai a mani nude! Il
traffico delle regalie. Itinerari”, I Doni di Shah Abbas, op.cit (n.
4), 57-69, esp. 57-58. Rota, “Safavid Envoys”, op.cit. (n. 3), 247.
On the Safavids’ effort to compete with the Ottoman textile in-
dustry by producing such silks read S. Arcak Casale, “The Persian
Madonna and Child: commodified gifts between diplomacy and
armed struggle”, Art History 38/4 (2015), 636-650.

¢ See M. Kite, “A seventeenth-century Safavid cope (V&A: T.477-
1894)”, T. Stanley - R. Crill (eds), The Making of the Jameel Gal-
lery of Islamic Art at the Victoria and Albert Museum London
2006, 121-123. V. Nersessian, “The Marcy-Indjoudjian Cope”, Ars
Orientalis 40 (2011), 204-241.

7 See 1. N. Ukhanova, “Trade Connections between the Islamic
World and Russia”, Beyond the Palace Walls: Islamic Art from the
State Hermitage Museum, Islamic Art in a World Context (exhibi-
tion catalogue), eds. M. B. Piotrovsky - A. D. Priturla, Edinburgh
2006, 188-191, especially 189.

8 On the Ottoman and the Safavid participation in the global tex-
tile trade read M. Sardar, “Silk along the Seas: Ottoman Turkey
and Safavid Iran in the Global Textile Trade”, Interwoven Globe:
The Worldwide Textile Trade 1500-1800 (exhibition catalogue),
ed. A. Peck, London 2013, 66-81. On the distinctiveness of the Ot-
toman and the Safavid visual canons read G. Necipoglu, “Early
Modern Floral: The Agency of Ornament in Ottoman and Safavid
Visual Cultures”, G. Necipoglu - A. Payne (eds), Histories of Orna-
ment: From Global to Local, Princeton 2016, 132-155.

9 See N. Atasoy - L. W. Mackie - W. B. Denny - H. Tezcan, Ipek,
the Crescent & the Rose: Imperial Ottoman Silks and Velvets,
London 2001, 178. N. Atasoy - L. Ulug, Impressions of Ottoman
culture in Europe: 1453-1699, Istanbul 2012, 103. W. Woodfin,
“Orthodox Liturgical Textiles and Clerical Self-Referentiality”, K.
Dimitrova - M. Goehring (eds), Dressing the Part: Textiles as Pro-
paganda in the Middle Ages, Turnhout 2014, 31-51. N. Vryzidis,

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462
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Fig. 1. Venice, Museo Civico Correr. Safavid cut velvet, brocaded and weft-patterned
(136x136 cm), late 16th - early 17th century.

as a quasi-institutionalized intermediary, effectively pe-
netrating the textiles trade'’. The success of this de facto
partnership can be traced, thanks to the many Iranian
textiles used by Christian Churches in Europe. These have
been brought into the art historical spotlight during the
last decades. A very interesting ecclesiastical piece is the
piviale (cope) of the Museo Nazionale d’ Arte Orientale-

“Threads of Symbiosis: Ottoman Silks for the Christian Market”,
OCP 84/1(2018), 133-166. Id., “Ottoman textiles and Greek cleri-
cal vestments: prolegomena on a neglected aspect of ecclesiastical
material culture”, BMGS 42/1 (2018), 92-114, especially 106-109.
10See E. Herzig, The Armenian Merchants of New Julfa, Isfahan: A
study in pre-modern Asian trade (PhD dissertation), University of
Oxford, 1991. R. Bekius, “A Global Enterprise: Armenian merchants
in the textile trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries”,

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462

Giuseppe Tucci (Rome), made of Safavid velvet and de-
picting a hunting scene'!. Venetian documents again are
very revealing when compared to such pieces. As already

Carpets and Textiles in the Iranian World, 1400-1700: Proceed-
ings of the Conference held at the Ashmolean Museum on 30-31
August 2003, eds J. Thompson - D. Shaffer - P. Mildh, Oxford
- Genoa 2010, 208-235. S. D. Aslanian, From the Indian Ocean
to the Mediterranean: The Global Trade Networks of Armenian
Merchants from New Julfa, Oakland 2011.

1 See P. Torre, “Arte Tessile”, P. Torre - G. di Flumeri Vatielli - M.
Jung (eds), Arte dell’Islam, Rome 2010, 55-58, esp. 55-56. For a
Russian phelonion made of a figural velvet depicting wild animals
and a human figure see L. W. Mackie, Symbols of Power: Luxury
Textiles from Islamic Lands: 7th-21st Century, New Haven - Lon-
don 2015, fig. 9.2.
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discussed, Shah Abbas I presented different types of
textiles to the Doge which were converted to Catholic
vestments. Most of them were “a figure”, meaning figur-
al'2. The Rome piviale actually recalls the relevant hy-
pothesis that figural textiles depicting human represen-
tations may have catered to the European desire for the
exotic’® Indeed, many figural velvets and silks were used
as robes of honour, ceremonial garments, and diplomat-
ic gifts by the Shahs!'®. Another hypothesis could be that
the exotic aesthetic of Iranian textiles enhanced their
desirability, especially when they rendered narrative fa-
miliar to their European audience. The Madonna and
the Child velvet panel exemplifies this, as the flaming
halo motif it uses comes directly from Middle Eastern
traditions of visually conveying a figure’s importance's.

12« Et da mod sia commesso alli Procuratori di detta Chiesa, che
debbano far convertir le Vesti in tante Pianette, et paramenti,
come loro meglio parera... Un Panno di seta, et d’oro a Figure di
braza 7. Tre Vesti di seta, et d’oro a Figure. Tre altre Vesti di tela
di seta senza oro a figure...”. See ASV, Secreta, Commemoriali,
registro 26, fols 179b-180a, in Rota, “Safavid Envoys”, op.cit. (n.
3), 248.

13 See J. Scarse, “The Court dress of Safavid Iran in the sixteenth cen-
tury”, Carpets and Textiles, op.cit. (n. 10), 143-157, especially 157.
4 On Iranian honorific garments read Patricia L. Baker, “Wrought
of Gold or Silver: Honorific garments in seventeenth century
Iran”, Ibid., 158-167. On the impact of Safavid dress and textiles
on European taste read J. M. Scarse, “Safavid Dress and Europe”,
The Fascination of Persia, op.cit. (n. 2), 58-77. P. Banas, “Per-
sian Art and the Crafting of Polish Identity”, Ibid., 118-135. B.
Borkopp-Restle, “Persian and Polish Sashes: Symbols of National
Identity and Luxury Textiles in an International Market”, Ibid.,
136-151. B. Frischmuth, “The Vienna Jacket. A Fantasy”, Art as a
Message, op.cit. (n. 2), 276-279. Ibid., cat. no. 205 p. 280-281 (A.
Volker). Mackie, Symbols of Power, op.cit. (n. 11), 370-375. C. Biel,
The Persian Velvets at Roseborg, Copenhagen 1995.

5 On the Prophet’s representations in relation to the notions of
Logos and Light, and the device of the flaming halo (or nimbus)
read C. Gruber, “Between Logos (Kalima) and Light (Nar): Repre-
sentations of the Prophet Muhammad in Islamic Painting”, Muga-
rnas: An Annual on the Visual Cultures of the Islamic World 26
(2009), 229-262, especially figs 1, 5-10 and 12-14. The use of the
flame-halo for the Virgin and the Child probably indicates an un-
derstanding of their importance within the Christian context and
an attempt to visualize this in the Safavid style, specifically in the
style of the artist Riza-i Abbasi, Eredita dell’Islam. Arte Islamica
in Italia (exhibition catalogue), ed. G. Curatola, Venice 1993, cat.
no. 275 p. 429-430 (G. Curatola). Interestingly, one of the conven-
tions we see in Islamic representations of the Virgin and infant
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The same could be said for scenes of falconry or court
life on Iranian textiles: they presented iconography fa-
miliar to the European aristocracy, yet their aesthetic
was exotic'S,

Another Catholic vestment relevant to our discus-
sion is a cope at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Fig.
2). While the style and floral motifs are typically Safavid,
the flaming halo that frames the repeated vase design is
not very common (Fig. 3). Such devices were normally
reserved for figural representations in Iranian art, espe-
cially manuscripts. Nonetheless, it strongly recalls the
Madonna’s halo in the velvet presented to the Venetian
Doge by Shah Abbas I. While the similarity is intrigu-
ing, it remains debatable whether such visual devices
were consciously used. To continue, the emergence of
Italian designs inspired by the Safavid repertoire further
attests to the popularity of Iranian floral silks. In the
Metropolitan Museum of Art there is another chasuble
embroidered with the coat of arms of the Gradenigos, an
aristocratic Venetian family. It is made of Italian silk
clearly inspired by Safavid floral compositions (Fig. 4)"".
Dated to the mid-17th century, this piece seems to adapt
the Safavid floral style, in which the motifs generally al-
ternate directions in successive rows'®. The embroidered
coat of arms and the textile’s weave strongly suggest an

Jesus is the flame-halo, L. Bressan, Maria nella Devozione e nella
pittura dell’ Islam, Milan 2011, pls 2, 3, 6, 9, 10 and 15.

16 Relevant example is an early 18th-century sash at the Nation-
al Museum of Krakow, which features falconers in the border.
See The Fascination of Persia, op.cit. (n. 2), 142, cat. no. 53 (B.
Borkopp-Restle). Furthermore, the famous 16th-century Ester-
hazy appliqué panel is a prime example of Safavid court narrative,
exotic yet recognizable to the European eye. Read the monograph
by 1. Szantd, Safavid Art and Hungary: The Esterhdzy Appliqué in
Context, Piliscsaba 2010.

17 Cultural interaction between Islam and the West presented vari-
ous dynamics. The most relevant to this chasuble seems to be “the
exotic object as a prototype to be imitated”, A. Contadini, “Artis-
tic contacts: Current Scholarship and Future Tasks”, C. Burnett
— A. Contadini (eds), Islam and the Italian Renaissance, London
1999, 1-60, esp. 9-11. On ornament transmitted from the Middle
East to Renaissance Italy, but with a focus on Ottoman artefacts,
read eadem, “Threads of Ornament in the Style World of the Fif-
teenth and Sixteenth Centuries”, Histories of Ornament, op.cit. (n.
8), 290-305.

18 Interwoven Globe, op.cit. (n. 9), cat. no. 73 p. 229 (M. Watt).
Mackie, Symbols of Power, op.cit. (n. 11), 426.

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462
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Fig. 2. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art. Catholic cope of early 17th-century Safavid silk adorned with metal threads

(L.152.4cm, W 321.3 cm).

Italian provenance. Safavid floral twill-weave silks pro-
vided inspiration for these Italian designs, which can be
seen more as a creative response and engagement with
the foreign (Fig. 5)%.

Despite the wide dispersal of many of these remnants
outside of their original context, the previous discussion
makes it clear that it is still possible to trace the success
of Safavid textiles in Italy and Europe, as well as their
impact on local taste. Although both floral and figural
textiles were popular, the figural production might have
enjoyed more popularity because of its exotic, yet recog-
nizable, and therefore culturally translatable iconogra-
phy. This is regardless of whether it had attractive secu-
lar designs or was meaningful within a religious context.

To continue, while the use of Safavid textiles within
an ecclesiastical context during the Renaissance comes
as no surprise, the Benaki chasuble presents certain pe-
culiarities. A first observation on the vestment would

19 According to documentation provided by the David Collection,
the chasuble in Fig. 5 was bought from Isfahan, and perhaps be-
longed to a Christian community in Iran, K. von Folsach - A.-M.
Keblow Bernsted, Woven Treasures-Textiles from the World of Is-
lam, Copenhagen 1993, cat. no. 40 p. 116-117.

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462

Fig. 3. Catholic cope of early 17th-century Safavid silk adorned
with metal threads, flame-haloed bouquet coming out of a vase
(detail of Fig. 2).

be that its orphrey’s shape does not follow the dominant
tendency of the so-called “Latin” chasuble (Fig. 6)%.

20 Pauline Johnstone noted the usual form of the straight Latin
chasuble and the pillar orphey on both the back and front of the
vestment. As only one side of the vestment remains we can only
discuss the cruciform orphey in the back. See P. Johnstone, High
fashion in the Church, the place of Church vestments in the History
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Fig. 4. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art. Chasuble (pi-
aneta), mid-17th century Italian silk, brocaded plain weave,
probably Venice (119.4x77.5 cm).

However, cruciform orphreys were not unusual at that
time in Italy, especially in the north’. Then, the choice
of the Safavid velvet seems atypical, since decorated or-
phreys usually featured religious iconography, either
embroidered or woven (e.g. a bordo figurato) (Fig. 7)*

of Art from the ninth to the nineteenth century, Leeds 2002, 141
and 143.

2 Seta & Oro: La Collezione Tessile di Mariano Fortuny (exhibi-
tion catalogue), ed. D. Davanzo Poli, Venice 1997, cat. no. 5 p. 9-10
(P. Margarito - M. Mariutti Carboni - R. Zucco). N. Bavoux, Sa-
cralité, pouvoir, identité: Une histoire du vétement d’autel: (XIIIe
- X Vle siecles) (PhD dissertation), Université de Grenoble, 2012,
cat. nos 24, 93, 218 and 280 p. 719, 733-734, 743-746.

22 For examples of woven bordi figurati with religious iconography

454

Fig. 5. Copenhagen, The David Collection. Chasuble, first
half of the 17th century, Safavid silk, twill weave with metal
thread (110x74.5 cm).

The velvet’s composition consists of lobed medallions,
which are quite typical of contemporary Safavid style,
as well as various floral and bird motifs (Figs 8-10). It is
a well-known design recalling the composition of 16th-
and early 17th-century Iranian carpets, and dateable to
the era of Shah Abbas I. At least three museums have
the same velvet in their collection: the Museo Nazionale
del Bargello, the Museum Calouste Gulbenkian, and the

read D. Degl'Innocenti (ed.), I tessuti della fede: Bordi figurati del
XV e XVI secolo dalle collezioni del Museo del Tessuto (I quader-
ni del museo del tessuto, 1), Florence 2000. M. Cuoghi Costantini
- L Silvestri (eds), La Collezione Gandini: Tessuti del Medioevo
e del Rinascimento, Bologna 2010, cat. nos 61-78 p. 149-157 (M.
Cuoghi Costantini).

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462
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Fig. 6. Athens, Benaki Museum. Chasuble, 15th-century Italian crimson satin velvet, voided; late 16th - early 17th-century Sa-
favid polychrome velvet with gilded silver-thread ground, voided and brocaded (114x68 cm).

AXAE MA’ (2020), 449-462 455



NIKOLAOS VRYZIDIS

Fig. 7. London, Victoria and Albert Museum. The Annuncia-
tion in a figured silk (bordo figurato), second half of the 15th
century, Florentine (?) lampas weave with gilt thread.

456

Fine Arts De Young Museum?. However, no matter how
typical the composition may be, I would argue that its
use on the chasuble was no mere coincidence, but proba-
bly was meant to convey a very specific meaning.

First of all, its juxtaposition with the earlier Renais-
sance velvet used for the vestment’s main body gives a
hint as to how the Safavid velvet could have been inter-
preted. Red silk velvets with pomegranate motifs, just
like the one under discussion, were standard artefacts
for ecclesiastical use in Renaissance Italy (Fig. 11). Red
replaced porphyry purple in church vestments after a
1464 Papal decree®. While red replaced purple for prac-
tical reasons, it was the use of the pomegranate motif as
a religious symbol that made such silks suitable for litur-
gical vestments?®. The contrast between the cruciform,
multi-coloured Safavid velvet and the bright monochro-
matic Italian velvet has the effect of putting a big frame
on a small painting. The preciousness of the Safavid vel-
vet is underlined by the “mounting” and it almost ap-
pears to be on exhibit?, The way the Safavid velvet was
cut and manipulated also betrays the tailor’s intention
to keep the paired birds (and at least one of the lobed
medallions) complete and in the orphrey’s centre (Figs
8-10). Furthermore, there is no doubt that while both
velvets were elite artefacts, the Safavid was rarer in Eu-
rope and, therefore, carried the prestige of its exoticism.

22000 Years of Silk Weaving: An Exhibition Sponsored by the
Los Angeles County Museum in Collaboration with The Cleve-
land Museum of Art and the Detroit Institute of Arts (exhibition
catalogue), New York 1944, cat. no. 251 p. 34, pl. 60 (G. Lowei).
Such textiles continue to fascinate collectors even today: a pan-
el of the exact same velvet was sold for the astronomical sum of
£1,609,250 by London Sotheby’s in 2011. See https://sothebys.
ges-web.com/static-files/f375fa98-537a-4101-9718-3aa06c2b8590

[Accessed 25th of September 2019].

2 M. Reinhold, History of Purple as a Status Symbol in Antiquity
(Revue d’études latines - Collection Latomus, 116), Brussels 1970,
70.

2 R. Bonito Fanelli, “The Pomegranate Motif in Italian Renaissance
Silks: A Semiological Interpretation of Patterns and Colors”, La seta
in Europea, sec. XI111I-XX. Atti della Ventiquattresima Settimana di
studi, 4-9 mai 1992, Prato, Instituto internazionale di storia econo-
mica “F. Datini”, ed. S. Cavaciocchi, Florence 1993, 507-530.

% On the different ways Islamic objects were ‘Christianized’ in Western
European context, including mounts, read A. Shalem, Islam Chris-
tianized: Islamic Portable Objects in the Medieval Church Treasuries
of the Latin West, Peter Lang, Frankfurt am Main 1998, 129-132.

AXAEMA” (2020), 449-462
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Fig. 8. Chasuble, cruciform orphey, central medallion (detail of Fig. 6 ).

It is not known if this was the second use of any of the
textiles, although the Italian most probably predates the
Safavid velvet?’.

To continue, the combination of textiles dating to dif-
ferent periods is far from unusual in Western European

27 The emergence of these designs came sometime in the first half
of the 15th century but their production continued well after the
1460s., D. Davanzo Poli - S. Moronato, Le stoffe dei Veneziani,
Venice 1994, fig. on p. 38. Tessuti del Rinascimento nei repertori
ornamentali (exhibition catalogue) (Mostre del Museo Nazionale
del Bargello, 23), ed. P. Peri, Florence 1994, unnumbered pages,
cat. no. 19. La Collezione Gandini, op.cit. (n. 21), cat. nos 33, 34
and 37 p. 134-136 (E. Bazzani). L. Monnas, Renaissance Velvets,
London 2012, cat. no. 19 p. 88-89.
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vestments. The Museum of Applied Arts in Vienna (MAK)
holds a chasuble that follows the exact same pattern of
a radiant 16th-century Ottoman floral silk used for the
cruciform orphrey, while the main body used an earlier
red Italian velvet®. Another relevant example is a cha-
suble from the Museu do Abade de Bacal (Braganga):
the main body consists of 16th-century Safavid silk, and
its orphrey of an earlier, perhaps European, silk (Fig.
12). The way the silks were manipulated points to a
17th-century tailoring”. An important question which

2 Art as a Message, op.cit. (n. 2), cat. no. 178 p. 242 (A. Volker).
2 Christianity in Asia: Sacred Art and Visual Splendor (exhibi-
tion catalogue), ed. A. Chong, Singapore 2016, cat. no. 2 p. 22-23
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Fig. 9. Chasuble, cruciform orphey, paired peacocks (detail of
Fig. 6).

remains unanswered is whether the velvet of the Benaki
chasuble’s orphrey was among the designs the Venetians
called “a figure”. From the remaining evidence no safe
conclusions can be drawn. However, there is room for
speculation regarding how the Safavid velvet was inter-
preted in this composition.

First of all, the contrast created by the juxtaposition
of the two velvets leads us to think that the orphrey had
a supplementary meaning attached to it, apart from the
prestige of its relative rarity. The orphreys of Catholic
chasubles were strips with either aniconic or figural de-
signs with Christian imagery; sometimes they were plain
and cruciform, but could also have representations ex.
of Christ on the cross®. The Safavid velvet bears fig-
ural iconography with its paired peacocks and pheas-
ants, but their association to Christian iconography is
neither certain nor straightforward (Figs 9, 10). When
it comes to Iranian textiles, art historians have inter-
preted the pairing of bird and flower motifs (e.g. rose
and nightingale designs) as symbolism related to Sufi
poetry and notions of unfulfilled, chaste or pure love, or

(P. Moura Carvalho). Also, on the import of Iranian textiles to
Portugal read J. Hallett, «<From the looms of Yazd and Isfahan:
Persian carpets and textiles in Portugal», Carpets and Textiles,
op.cit. (n. 10), 90-123.

30 For various examples of cruciform orphreys in Renaissance-pe-
riod European chasubles see Johnstone, High Fashion, op.cit. (n.
19), figs 66, 77, 79, 85, 86 and 92.
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Fig. 10. Chasuble, cruciform orphey, paired pheasants (detail
of Fig. 6).

the love for God?'. Many of these designs come straight
from miniature paintings that illustrate relevant poems
or narratives®. However, these narratives were probably
not widely known in Europe. The popularity of these
designs was certainly unrelated to knowledge of Iranian
culture. Therefore, there is no evidence to support the
hypothesis that the orphrey’s velvet was originally des-
tined for export to Europe. As a result, this leads us to
examine the possibility of cultural translation.
Returning to the chasuble’s tailoring, it is evident that
its velvet was converted into an orphrey in such a way that
the paired birds would be in the centre of the vestment, in-
creasing their visibility. Undoubtedly its exotic aesthetic
was important for its appreciation. However, the standard
practice of placing religious iconography on that part of
a chasuble reinforces the possibility of the projection of

31 Woven from the Soul, Spun from the Heart: Textile Arts of Sa-
favid and Qajar Iran 16th-19th Centuries (exhibition catalogue),
ed. C. Bier, Washington, D.C. 1987, cat. no. 20 p. 176-177 (M. An-
derson McWilliams). R. Neumann - G. Murza, Persische Seiden:
Die Gewebekunst der Safawiden und ihrer Nachfolger, Leipzig
1988, 111.

32 For example, Farid al-Din Attar’s 1177 influential Mantiq-ut-
Tayr (The Conference of Birds) featured Sufi ideas about the pure
love of God, which can be associated with bird motifs in Iranian
art [T. H. Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul: Men, the World and God
in the stories of Farid al-Din Attar, Leiden 2003. Neumann - Mur-
za, Persische Seiden, op.cit. (n. 31), 234, figs 211-230].
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Fig. 11. Chasuble, main body is 15th-century Italian crimson

satin velvet, voided, pomegranate motif (detail of Fig. 6).

religious meaning onto the velvet’s bird motifs. In order
to clarify this, one should consider the cultural context
within which the vestment was used. Art historians of the
Ttalian Renaissance, like Simona Cohen, have studied the
role of animals in religious iconography as hidden sym-
bols. If the chasuble came from a Venetian collection, like
many textiles sold by Adolph Loewi (1888-1977) were®,
it would be relevant to mention that the Venetians were
fonder of these devices than other contemporary Italians.
Animals and birds played an especially important role in
visual metaphors and allegories. Furthermore, the pairing
of a specific bird with a human figure was a common de-
vice used to signify characteristics of the person through

3 According to the Museum’s documentation the chasuble was
bought in 1929 from Adolph Lowei’s Venice gallery. On Lowei
read D. Cecutti, “Adolph Loewi e il commercio di tappeti orientali
a Venezia fra Otto e Novecento”, MDCCC 1800 1 (2012), 33-42.
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the qualities of the chosen bird*. While textiles are a
different medium from painting, it should be noted that
birds (like the pheasants and peacocks that appear on the
velvet) were employed in Western European ecclesiastical
embroidery since the Middle Ages as universal symbols
of Christianity®. They both conveyed similar connota-
tions related to immortality, and were used as sepulchral
decorations already in early Christian art®. Therefore,
the possibility of cultural translation cannot be ruled
out given the importance of birds in Renaissance visual
narrative, the position of these specific birds in Christian
symbolism, and the juxtaposition of the Safavid cruciform
orphrey against the Renaissance pomegranate-patterned
velvet. Within this framework it is also relevant to refer
to the use of textiles featuring bird motifs by other Chris-
tian communities. Paintings in St. Stephen’s Church of
New Julfa show Armenian clergymen dressed in copes of
silks that feature birds and flowers®. The contemporary
popularity of animal motifs in Greek vestments probably
indicates that a process of cultural translation may have
taken place elsewhere in the Mediterranean as well. The
Greek case is easier to prove, however, as Ottoman weav-
ing workshops associated with the Orthodox Church pro-
duced textiles patterned with birds and fishes. This sug-
gests that the Iranian textiles with the same motifs could
have been substitutes®. Therefore, despite the expected
local variations, it seems possible that one could talk of a
widespread trend both in Europe and the Eastern Med-
iterranean in the presence of animal and especially bird
motifs on Christian vestments.

3 See S. Cohen, Animals as Disguised Symbols in Renaissance
Art, Leiden - Boston 2008, 60, 62 and 67-80.

3 For examples of peacocks and peasants on medieval religious
embroidery see English Medieval Embroidery: Opus Anglicanum
(exhibition catalogue), eds C. Browne - G. Davies - M. A. Michael,
New Haven - London, cat. no 45 p. 211 (Z. Boden), cat. no 50 p.
225 (M. A. Michael), cat. nos 57, 69 p. 246-248 (C. Browne - M.
Zoesch).

% On the peacock’s symbolism in Christian art see DACL, 13/1,
entry “Paon” (H. Leclercq). On the pheasant’s symbolism in Chris-
tian art see DACL, 5/1, entry “Faisan” (H. Leclercq).

37 Woven from the Soul, op.cit. (n. 31), cat. no. 18 p. 172-173 (M.
Anderson McWilliams).

¥ N. Vryzidis, “Persian Textiles in the Ottoman Empire: Evidence
from Greek Sacristies”, Iran 56/2 (2018), 228-236, esp. 232-233.
Id., “Threads of Symbiosis”, op.cit (n. 9), 148, 160 and 161.
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Fig. 12. Braganca, Museu do Abade de Bacal. Chasuble made of 16th-century
Safavid silk lampas, and 15th-century European (?) silk lampas (106x63-77 cm).

Finally, the Benaki chasuble’s peculiarity could be com-
pared to the Portuguese chasuble previously mentioned
(Fig. 12). The latter’s Safavid silk features a hunting scene
that is quite typical of the Iranian figural tradition, yet
is easily recognizable to European eyes¥.

* For hunting scenes in Iranian textiles see J. Algrove McDowell,
“Textiles”, R. W. Ferrier (ed.), The Arts of Persia, New Haven -
London 1989, 157-169, especially figs 18 and 21. Woven from the
soul, op.cit. (n. 28), cat. nos 30-32 and 34 p. 194-197 and 200-201
(M. Anderson McWilliams).
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On the other hand, the orphrey’s silk features various
animal motifs, many of which are mythical: phoenixes,
dragons, fishes, crowned creatures, and harpies*’. The way

40 For animal motifs in late medieval Italian silks see L. von Wilk-
kens, Mittelalterliche Seidenstoffe: Seidenstoffe des 5.-14. Jahr-
hunderts im Berliner Kunstgewerbemuseum (Bestandskatalog
XVIII des Kunstgewerbemuseums), Berlin 1992, cat. nos 220-233,
235-237 and 240-246 p. 108-120. Intrecci Mediterranei: Il tessuto
come dizionario di rapporti economici, culturali e sociali (exhibi-
tion catalogue), ed. D. Degl'Innocenti, Prato: Museo del Tessuto
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the motifs mix corresponds to a medieval bestiary woven
on silk. Some of the symbols, like the phoenix*!, could also
convey Christian symbolism. Beyond distinguishing the
meanings conveyed by specific animals, it is known that
the bestiary was an important source for religious art in
medieval Europe*. The mechanism of symbolic trans-
ference in the Portuguese chasuble seems less straight-
forward than the one traceable in the Benaki piece. Nev-
ertheless, one cannot fail to detect certain parallels, such
as the animal motifs in the orphrey, or the exotic, yet
familiar hunting scenes of the Iranian silk. Both cases
offer creative combinations of exoticism and familiarity,
and Christian symbolism and irreligious appreciation.

2006, cat. no. 5 p. 62-63 (S. Saladrigas Cheng). D. Davanzo Poli,
“Catalogo”, D. Davanzo Poli - N. M. Riccadona (eds), Otto secoli
di arte tessile ai Frari: Sciamiti, velluti, damaschi, broccati, rica-
mi, Padua 2014, 35-149, especially 38-41. M. L. Rosati, “De Opere
Lucano: Le produzioni seriche sentuarie a Lucca nel corso del XTIV
secolo. Origini e modelli, tipologie documentate e testimonianze
materiali”, I. del Punta - M. L. Rosati (eds), Lucca una citta di seta.
Produzione, commercio e diffusione dei tessuti lucchesi nel tardo
medioevo, Lucca 2017, 19-96, especially figs 18-23, 25-35, 38-62,
64 and 65. Also, Abegg-Stiftung’s 2016 exhibition (Friend and Foe
- Animals in Medieval Textile Art, 24 April - 13 November 2016)
was dedicated to animal motifs in medieval European textiles:
https://abegg-stiftung.ch/en/exhibition/friend-and-foe-animals-in-
medieval-textile-art-24-april-13-november-2016/ [ Accessed 5th of
October 2019].

“ DACL, 14/1, entry “Phénix” (H. Leclercq).

42 Christianity in Asia, op.cit. (n. 26), cat. no. 2 p. 22-23 (P. Moura
Carvalho). Also read J. Rebold Benton, The Medieval Menagerie.
Animals in the Art of the Middle Ages, New York 1992.

AXAE MA’ (2020), 449-462

A SAFAVID-RENAISSANCE VELVET ENCOUNTER

To conclude, the Benaki chasuble vividly illustrates
the complexities of the reception of Middle Eastern art
in Europe. The Safavid velvet could have been used as
a cruciform orphrey for its bird motifs and their role
in the Christian narrative, its exotic aesthetic, or both.
After all, the exotic depiction of the Madonna and the
Child in the velvet presented by Shah Abbas I did not
prevent the Venetians from recognizing and accepting it
for what it was. Perhaps this duality, of something both
exotic and familiar that can be appropriated, made it
even more desirable. Unquestionably, the Safavids were
producing textiles with the European market in mind;
and consecutively, the Europeans embraced these re-
fined imports. Within this context, the Benaki chasuble
clearly underlines that apart from exoticism, there are
other considerations to take into account when discuss-
ing the way Iranian artefacts were incorporated into
European culture. As objects of translation and exotic
imports on display, these remnants provide yet anoth-
er reflection of the way Middle Eastern material culture
was received in Europe.

Illustration credits
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Nwxoraog Bouiidong

TO AIAIIOAITIZMIKO ITAAIZIO ENOX PAIAONIOY AIIO TH 2YAAOI'H
TOY MOYZEIOY MIIENAKH: MIA «BEAOYAINH» XYNANTHZH
ANATENNHZHZ KAT 2APABIAIKHZ [TEPXIAX

’
E VoL A OMUOOTEVTO POUAGVLO LEQED TOV XaBOAXOU OG-
natog amd T ovAloyh Tov Movoelov Mmevdaxn (TE
3833) (Ewx. 6, 8-11), mov elye ayopaotel otn Bevetia
amd tov didonuo éumogo agyatotitwy Adolph Lowei
10 1929, e€etdletal 0T0 TAAIOLO TOV SLATOALTIONLRDV
enopdv netagl Evpwnng xoar Méong Avatoins. Ava-
Miovtal pue AemTTOUEQELES 1) LOTOQLOL TOV EWITOQIOV KAl 1
XONON TOV COPABIRDV VPACUATOY YL THYV TUQOLY M-
Y ®ot Tov dudxroouo Aertovpywmdy auglwv oty Ev-
odan tov 170v avdva (Ew. 1-5, 12). Zxéyoc eival va
©OTaOEYOOVY TTUYES TOV UNYAVIOUOU EVEQYOVS TEAOO-
MYNS ™S TEQOLRNS TEXVNS, OV 0O yNnoe oty Evtan
NG OTOV EXRANOLOOTIXG VALKG TOALTIOUS TNG ETOYTC.
Méoa. 010 TAa{oL0 TS avadloQYavVmOoNS TOV OaQa-
BOwoU xpdtovg oL TNV EVTOON TOU OVTOLYWOVIOUOU
ue v OBwuaviry avtorpatopia, o odyng Aurndag A”
(1571-1629) vioBétnoe woltirnéc wov evvénoay Ty dv-
Onomn tnguetagovpyiog Ta xopaxTNELOTIXE TOV EUTOQI-
0oV TEQO MYV UETAEW TV vpaoudtov otnv Evpdan tov
160v-170v atdvo ®OTadEWUVUIOVTAL WS fAoIrE OTOLYE(D
™S oagofdmng eEmtepnng molitinig ahld %ot Tov
ROAMTEYVIROU OLAAGYOV UE TV EVQWITAIRY, %Ol LOLOL(TE-
oa rtahwn, Avayévvnon. ITépa amd ta ToMTIRA %O OL-
XOVOULXA OQELY ALUTNC TS ETLAOYTS, M EVEETD SL0LoTOQd
TV 0OQUBLOROV VQAOUATOV AeNOoE To oNuadia TNg
TAVD OTNY EVEWTAIXNY ALoBNTIXY, OToLKElo Tov (owg
deomletol meQLoodTEQO OTOL AuPLa TOV ®ABOMKRDV
tepémv ¢ emoyne H eEmtini) adld ovvdua avayvo-
otown oa@afdwy alodnTLry, 1 TEYVIRY VITEQOYN TNG
TEQOLXNG VPAVTOVQYIOS KBNS AL TO EXTETAUEVO CLO-
UEVLXO EUTTOQIXO dIXTVO OTNV VITNEEDTX TOV OAYN elvaLl
uepwd amd T oToLyElo oV oVVERAACY OTNV ETLOQOY
OV AORNOAV T €V AOYM VPAOUATO OTNV EVQMITAIRY
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ayod. H dvvatdmta »at dudbeon twv [epodv va ma-
odyovv oy€da ue amiynomn otv Evodnn gavepwve-
oL UECO 0Tt OLALPOQOL ALVTIXEIUEVA TTOV AVOATOVTOL UE
%OLTNOLOL OTLAMOTIXG AAAG ®al CUUPBOALOUOY.

To eEetalduevo @alAdvio ex@dlel Télela avTd TO
TVEVUOL DOUMONG KOL ROAMTEYVIRDV AVIOAAAYDV, KO-
08611 ovvdvalel éva ttodrwd Pelovdo tov 150v pe €va
ooafLowd Pehovdo twv agydv tov 170v awdva. To
ROURWVO LTOAG PBehovdo amotehel ™) PAON TOV QaL-
Aoviov xot pépel wg ®VEloEYo notifo to PddL, eE€yov
ovuPoro ™S AVAOTOONS OTN XOLOTLOVIXY TEYXVN. ATS
™V GAAN TAEVRAE, TO TOAUYXOWUO ca@afLowms Berovdo
oV TAGTY TOV ap@lov TOIPVEL T LOPPT] TOV OTAVQOW.
DépeL TAOVOL0 PUTIRG OLAXOOUO RAODEC KoL ATEWOVI-
OELC TOVALMYV, OTTMS POOLALVOUS ROL TAYDVLO, T OO0
oVY VA gUQOVICOVTOL 0T XOLOTIOVIXT TEXVN WE TAPLRA
ovupohra. Idwaitepa to maydve €xel ovvoedel ue vonua-
o 0w 1 owdvia Lo xot  Exxdnolo. Ze »dbe megi-
TTWON, N TAEAGBEoN TV oVYReEXQWEVDY dV0 PeAovdmV
oto (0o dugro dev elval dtdhov Tuyaio. Ymodewwviet
™V TEOOTAOEL VONUATOOGTNONS UECT OTO TOVS OUY-
veVIroUg oVuPoALONOUS Tov exgpEdlovy Ta enti u€POug
uwotiBa, HEow %ol TG TOALTLOTIRNAG «UETAPOAONS> TOV
ooafLdxoU Behotdov. Tautdypova, oL CuYrQIOELS 1
TOLOOUOLES TTQARTIXES TTOV EVIOTMICOVTUL OF Aupla Gh-
Aov doyudtwy odnyolvv oto ovumépaoud 0Tl OTIC 0Q-
0600Eeg ®aL TIg RABOMARES XOLOTIOVIRES ROVOTNTES TNG
Evodmng xat ™g Avatoixic Mecoyeiov eiye dtouoQ-
POl ot o ROAALTEYVIRY YADOOO AOY® TOV OUU-
Boliowoy mov €peQaLy TOL CUYRERQUUEVO HOTIRaL.

Aitddxtopag lotopias tne Téxvng
nikolaos.vryzidis@gmail.com
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