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Copts are famous artists that are responsible for producing woven fabrics with
warm and brilliant colors. During this period, we see the effectiveness of textiles
as a means of expressing social status, communication and aesthetic values,
which arises from their widespread integration into daily-life from a practical,
social and economic-political point of view. Generally, the most important role
of Coptic textiles was clothing, which in addition to the functional aspect in
burials, provides a clear picture of the diversity of products, weavers skills and
social status of individuals. Due to the importance of this fact, the method of
covering and a strong desire for fashion is noteworthy. Meanwhile, change in
style and weaving techniques follow the reflection of economic and industrial
needs, in addition to supplying domestic and foreign markets, it served military
needs as well. In this regard, a thorough understanding of the political as well as
the import or export of the textiles, requires examination of the many
occupations such as the weaving centers, economic factors and aspects of social
life that lead to their production and use of the textiles at all levels of society.
Therefore, what we are discussing with a historical-analytical approach in this
essay is not restricted to the functions, finding place of the textile and the export
of the textiles produced beyond the borders of the province but also the
multilateral exchange of cultures are considered too. It can be clearly seen in the
widespread popularity of some motives and decorative tapestry. This is because
in the continuously evolving their production, coptic weavers not only managed
to link the heritage of antique, late classical style in Egypt and Sassanian Persia
to what the Arab conquerors brought, but also succeeded in leaving an enormous
influence in the region of the Roman Empire and thus through the trade of
textiles, succeeded in offering their art and textiles industry far and wide.
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1. Introduction

The most characteristic and famous of Egyptian indigenous art, which we commonly call
Coptic, is the art of weaving. As applied to ancient textiles, the term Coptic refers to the cultural
heritage of the Copts in Egypt, where the majority of the surviving textiles from the first
millennium are found. There is nothing similar to theses examples compared to from any other
province of the Roman empire-everything that remains from other places is trifling compared
with what we have from Egypt (Wessel, 1965). Late antique and early Islamic textiles have
been discovered on a large scale, mainly in cemeteries and other excavation sites, such as
monastic complexes (Morgan, 2018: 82). A number of the fabrics have been found in excellent
and reasonable condition due to the dry soil of the burial ground, but others have been stolen
from shallow graves and have been brutally torn to pieces. Subsequently, these textiles, which
until now were rarely considered handicrafts of the post-Pharaonic period, were sold or
delivered to European and American collectors by Karabask, Theodor Graf, and other art
dealers during the excavations and trade of antiquities from the early 1880s. In this regard, the
samples of Saqggara (south-west of Cairo), Faiyum oasis (south of Saqgara), Akmim (central
Egypt) and Antinoe (between Saggara and Akhmim), or Bawit, Armant, Alexandria and
Hawarah can be mentioned as examples (Torok, 1993: 13; Kybalova, 1967: 33). Therefore,
many museums and private collections today contain a vast amount of Coptic textiles (estimated
to be more than twenty or even a hundred thousand) most of which, of course are fragments and
their original function often cannot be determined, scattered pieces of cloth, both large and
small made of wool and linen stuffed with brilliant and warm colors and richly ornamented
weaving (Carroll, 1988), although other styles of textiles, both simple and complex, were also
made in Egypt throughout the same period. The production is derived from the Christian culture
however at the same time it is quite different from the main body of the concept, By that we
mean it has gradually evolved and in turn has created and popularized the independent Coptic
style. It must be confessed, however, that all amount of available materials/textiles represent
only an insignificant part of textiles made by the many talentsed Coptic masters and it is a pity
that history would forever keep their names under a veil of secrecy. During this period, we see
the effectiveness of textiles as a means of expressing social distinction, communication and
aesthetic values, which arises from their widespread integration into daily-life from a practical,
social and economical point of view. This wide range of practical function, supported by the use
of diverse types of available raw materials (linen, wool, silk, and cotton) and techniques, and
obviously due to the fact that there are many traces of it left in archaeological findings, classical
texts and the Coptic Christian community.

The most important role of Coptic textiles was clothing, which every person needed in every
aspect of daily life. The characteristics of men’s and women’s clothing, as in any case and
place, were a clear sign of the social status of individuals and provided a clear picture of the
diversity of products as well as the skills of the weavers. Due to the importance of the social
status, the method of covering, decorations and a strong desire for up-to date innovations/
fashion is noteworthy. But in addition to garments and tunics, sometimes textiles have been
found as cloaks, caps, grave sheets, large and small covers and wall-hanging accessories and the
like. However, much of the material evidence available to us is in the form of surviving textiles
which is fragmented and represents the end of a particular production and distribution process,
which unfortunately we can only partially and empirically extrapolate a larger and more
complex picture out of. However, the body of the remaining textiles offers us the specification
of technical and social practices around them. Meanwhile, change in style and weaving
techniques reflects the economic and industrial needs, which merely serve to the demands of the
Egyptian domestic markets but also foreign markets as well as meeting military needs. In a
general sense, the economic impact of textiles production and trade was profound. Next to food
production, the textile industry was the most important and well-developed ancient industry
(Bagnall, 1993: 82) it had a long history in Egypt prior to the first millennium (Barber, 1991:
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83-85) through the Mediterranean region. The production of textiles encompassed a broad range
of agricultural activities, from the cultivation and preparation of raw materials to the skillful
design of weaving, sewing, dyeing, finishing fabrics and garments. In this regard, a thorough
understanding of the political and social conditions, import and or export of textiles requires
examination of the many occupations, workshops and weaving centers, economic factors and
aspects of social life that lead to their production and use of the textiles at all levels of society.
In other words, politics, cultural elements, the motivation for creating an art/decorative work, as
well as beliefs and values, all provide a meaning beyond that expressed by the art historians.
Therefore, what we are discussing with a historical-analytical approach in this essay is not
restricted to the art representations (Figure 1-3), functions (Figure 4-5), and finding place of the
textiles (Figure 6-7) which are mainly focused on production aspects and can be identified
through textile analysis, rather the exports of textiles produced beyond the borders of the
province and the multilateral exchange of cultures are also considered. The cultural heritage of
the paganism era and its continuation in later periods, a powerful element of Christianity and
Sassanian Persia culture that was introduced to Egypt following the development of
international trade (silk import) in the sixth century and the Persian conquest (619-629) what is
clearly present is the widespread use of some adapted/imitative themes and motifs (pearl
roundels, animals, birds, reciprocal riders) from imported silk weaves/ tapestry (Figure 8-9).
Although, we cannot achieve a convincing cultural determination for this specific group of
fabrics; whether their origin is Persia or not, are the fabrics all made in one center or were they
exported from various workshop centers. If the latter is correct, which of the weaving
workshops can be considered as the primary production center? Or can these fabrics be seen as
treasure/burial or local contexts?

Since the textiles originated from Egypt, we considered both regions (i.e. Persia and Egypt)
in assigning and production of the textiles and eventually the impact of the influence of Islam as
well. Therefore Egyptian textile workshops continued to operate under Islamic rule, but with a
new framework of economic, social and technological conditions and they were also influenced
by new technology (Durand, 2009: 172).

Finally, it can be concluded that coptic weavers not only managed to link the heritage of
antique, late classical style in Egypt and Sassanian Persia to what the Arab conguerors brought,
but also succeeded in leaving an enormous influence in the region of the Roman Empire and
thus through the trade of textiles, succeeded in offering their art and textiles industry far and
wide. Interestingly, the high use and value of textiles and clothing itself indicates the level of
production and the active role of the textile industry in Coptic Egypt.
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Fig. 1: Representation of costumes fashion/style, Tunic with decorative bands and panel,
mosaic, 4th century (Morgan, 2018: Figs. 91-38).
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Fig. 2: Monks garments, wall painting from the monastery at Baouli

t (Ibid 2018: Fig. 77).
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Fig. 3: Himation (although Theodosia’s is the most revealing) over long tunics, Painting,
Antinoopolis, 6th century (Rutschowsc

aya, 1990: P. 51)
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Fig. 4: Tunic with tapestry ornamentations, possibly Akhmim, 6th-8th century (Kendrick, 1992:
PL.1V)
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Fig. 5: Child’s tunic with tapestry ornamentations, 4th- 6th century
(Morgan, 2018: Fig.28)
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Fig. 6: Some workshops, manufacturing centers and textile findings (Thomas, 2016: 17).
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Fig. 7: right, up) Two tapestry-woven roundels from a tunic, unknown provenance, 7th century (Gabra
and Eaton-Krauss, 2007: P. 172), right, down) Fragment of a decorative band, unknown provenance, 6th-

9th century (Seagroatt, 1965: Pl. 20), left) Fragment of a decorative tapestry, dyed wools, Egypt, 5th - 6th
century (Cleveland Museum).
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Fig. 8: Coptic Egyptian wool weaves influenced by the Sassanids: right) Fragment of a tapestry decorated
with head and palmette, Egypt, Antinoe, 6th century (Cleveland Museum), middle) Fragment of a
decorative roundle with a cock and palmettes,Egypt, Akhmim, 5th century (Volbach 1969, Fig. 29), left)
Decorative panel/piece with Saint on horseback, 6th- 7th century (Kybalova 1967, Fig. 58).
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Fig. 6: Coptic Egyptian silk weaves (?) influenced by the Sassanids: right) Part of a decorative sleeveband
with two horsemen, silk, Egypt, Akhmim, 6th-8th century (Volbach 1969, Fig. 45), middle) square panel
from a tunic with horseman, tapestry weave of dyed silk, possibly Egypt, early 6th century (Thomas,

2016:42), left) part of a decorative textile with cocks, Antinopolis, probably imported, 6th century
(Rutschowscaya 1990, 22).
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