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ON THE IssUE OF S1LK WEAVING IN GENOESE KAFFA AND TEXTILES
FROM THE BELORECHENSKAIA KURGANS

Zvezdana Dode
Rostov-na-Donu, Russia

t the end of the 19* century, Professor Nikolai I.

Veselovskii was excavating medieval kurgans
near the villages of Berlorechenskaia, Andriukovskaia,
and Kostromskaia in the Maikop District (Kuban
region). The richest graves were being unearthed
in the kurgans of the Belorechechenskaia group.
Among the burial goods were imported silk textiles,
Venetian and Syrian glass vessels, metal composite
belts manufactured in the workshops of the eastern
Crimea, and coins of the Golden Horde. Based on
an analysis of the artistic style of the burial goods,
the Arabic inscriptions on some artifacts, and coins,
Veselovskii dated the burial complexes to the 14"-15%
centuries (Veselovskii 1898, p. 2). The silk dresses and
fabrics found in the Belorechenskaia kurgans are of
particular interest, since they give one the opportunity
to reconstruct the costumes of the medieval population
buried in kurgans near the Belaia River.

Studying the materials from the Belorechenskaia
kurgans is somewhat difficult because all the
finds were divided by the Imperial Archaeological
Commission between the Historical Museum

in Moscow and the Imperial Hermitage in Saint
Petersburg. “The distribution of materials was made
according to the following principle: precious and
beautiful objects were given to the Hermitage, and
the ordinary ones to Moscow. As a result of this
decision, even the assemblages from the same graves
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were also separated. Out of 84 kurgans, 77 of them
contained burial goods; 46 assemblages (complete
or almost complete) went to the Historical Museum,
23 — to the Hermitage, and 8 were divided between
the museums” (Levasheva 1953, p. 164). Moreover,
not only were the burial goods assemblages divided
but the artifacts as well — some fragments of the velvet
caftan from Kurgan 20 went to the Historical Museum
(GIM Inv. No. 37258) and some of them to the
Hermitage (GE Inv. No. TB-373; GE Inv.No. TB-373).

The excavated textile was partially described
in Veselovskii's published report (1898), valuable
today for his in situ description of the finds. Though
the discoveries were made over a century ago, the
Belorechenskaia fabrics are still the most valuable
sources of knowledge we have about imported textiles
from this period in the North Caucasus.

Fifty years after Veselovskii's excavations, the
Belorechenskaia materials were studied by Varvara P.
Levasheva (1953). However, her work was limited to
general descriptions of burial rite and goods, without
a detailed analysis of each grave’s assemblage as a
complex of interrelated objects. Levasheva named
the places of origin for several different fabrics but
did not provide any supporting reasons. She came
to the conclusion that “...fabrics found in graves
are of only luxurious types. Almost all of them are
of Oriental origin, with a majority produced in Iran,
though Italian fabrics were used for a caftan from
a female grave. Quite frequently there was also
Chinese silk resembling kamkha” (Levasheva 1953,
pp- 192-93). She offered reconstruction drawings of
two sets of dresses. Accompanied by the descriptions,
the information given on the dresses’ cut has been
taken for granted by other scholars and referenced
in their publications (Ravdonikas 1990, pp. 70-71,
Fig.19; Kramarovskii and Tepliakova 2009, pp. 29,

Fig. 1. Map showing location of Belorechenskaia. Source: Stiel-

ers Handatlas (1892), Blatt 49, reproduced in Wikimedia <http.//

upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/78/Kuban_district_
TU.jpg>.
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31; 2010, pp. 471-72). This unfortunately led to the
repetition of inaccuracies made by Levasheva in her
reconstructions and has not added anything new to
the already known data on the costume of the local
medieval population.

Recently, five textile items were displayed in the
exhibition, The Golden Horde. Its History and Culture,
and published in its catalog, where Mark G. Krama-
rovskii suggested that fabrics discovered in the Be-
lorechenskaia kurgans were produced in the Genoese
city of Kaffa (Kramarovskii 2005, p. 93). He repeated
this hypothesis in his later publications (Kramarovskii
and Tepliakova 2009, p. 26; 2010, p. 463). However,
his assumption that a technological analysis of the
Belorechenskaia silks from the Hermitage part of the
collection would support their having been produced
in Kaffa remains unproven. He could not distinguish
any feature that would point to the Crimean origin of
the Belorechenskaia silks. In an article written in col-
laboration with Anastasiia N. Tepliakova, he stated
that “according to the pattern design, the fabrics can
be dated to the second half of the 15 century but the
place of their manufacture has remained question-
able,” and that “all the fabrics studied, whose place
of production is still undetermined, belong to the late
stage of the Belorechenskaia kurgans that are none-
theless dated no later than the late 15% century” (Kra-
marovskii and Tepliakova 2010, pp. 464, 468).

Thus, scholars have had differing opinions on the
cultural attribution of textiles from the Belorechens-
kaia kurgans. Veselovskii believed that the deceased
were dressed in clothes made out of European fabrics.
He wrote (1898, pp. 12-13) that “men and women had
silk, brocade, and velvet garments in lilac, green but
mostly in brown and dark yellow colors; it was either
plain and striped, or decorated with flower designs,
large and small free design, probably of Western Eu-
ropean make.” On the other hand, Levasheva believed
that the majority of fabrics from the Belorechenskaia
kurgans were produced mainly in Iran and China,
with only one fabric, found in Kurgan 20, made in an
Italian workshop (Levasheva 1953, pp. 192-93). The
opinion of Kramarovskii and Tepliakova is not clear
and somewhat contradictory. In some cases they sug-
gest that the Belorechenskaia textiles were made in
workshops of the Crimean city of Kaffa, in others they
suggest Italy, Cairo, or Spain (Kramarovskii 2005),' or,
as indicated above, are uncertain about where they
were produced (Kramarovskii and Tepliakova 2010,
pp. 464, 468). Kramarovskii and Tepliakova’s claims
notwithstanding, there is no basis to conclude that
silks from the Belorechenskaia kurgans were pro-
duced in the Crimea. But given the authors’ attempt
to tie these silks to Kaffa workshops, I would like to
discuss this hypothesis in more detail.
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Arguments supporting the idea that there was
a silk industry in Kaffa have been made by both
Irina Konovalova and Aleksandr G. Emanov, who
analyzed the written sources of the 14" - 16" centuries
(Konovalova 1993, pp. 335-38; Emanov 1995, pp.
53-54).According to Konovalova, reference to
silk production in Kaffa can be found in Russian
documents that recorded Kaffa “kamka-kufteri”;
in massaria (the Treasury Ledger Book of the city of
Kaffa) for 1386 that mentioned local Armenian and
Georgian weavers; and in a work by Johannes de
Galonifontibus, who noted in Kaffa silk and camlet
weavers. Among other “Kaffa silks,” Konovalova
writes about khemka and sendal (kemeha de Kefe,
cedalini de Chapha). But the distinctive characteristics
she indicates as specified by the written sources are
limited to the color and size of the fabric’s décor (light
green, dark green, purple, grass-colored, light green
with small-size design, white with large-size design,
etc.), which of themselves do not specific the textiles’
provenance.

Ermanov (1995, pp. 53-54) argued as follows:

In Kaffa itself, earlier than anywhere else in the
Eastern European periphery, was established its
own silk industry. This follows from the writing
of Johann de Galonifontibus who visited Crimea
at the turn of the 14™-15" century. He wrote
about ’...the famous and populous town of Kaffa,
the meeting place of merchants from all over
the world... All Oriental languages are spoken
here; once I managed to count 35 languages
altogether... It is possible to find here the Genoese
— town craftsmen, and the truly best masters
on silk, camlet, and other outstanding crafts’
(Galonifontibus 1980, p.14). ...Caffae massaria
mentioned Armenian silk weavers (magistri
camocatorum) (Balard 1978, p. 285). There is no
doubt that raw and semi-raw silk and cotton
were used in craftsmanship. It seems that with
the development of silk weaving in Kaffa, the city
not being simply a place of its re-exportation as it
was assumed previously, ... should be connected
the emergence of “Kaffa” taffeta and silk, both in
crimson and other colors; the “Kaffa” ribbon and
border known from the Old Russian sources, ...
and with the existence of silk weaving in Kaffa
should be connected a ritual garment sewed out
of colorful Kaffa kemkha with the blue selvedge
trimmed with gold (planeta camocati Caffe
diversorum collorum cum frexio celesti bordato
aureis) that was mentioned in a Genoese will, ...
or an indication of the Kaffa sendal (cedalini de
Kaffa) in one of the Ragusa Acts, or the familiarity
with the Kaffa kamkha (Kemha de Kefe) by the
compilers of the Turkish customs rules.



In other words, Emanov argued that the term
“Kaffa” applied to certain silk fabrics — sendal,
kemkha, and taffeta — which not only were re-
exported but were products of the city’s own “silk
industry,” the existence of which is confirmed, in his
opinion, by the writings of Johann de Galonifontibus.

Now Kramarovskii and Tepliakova admit (2010, p.
463) that “Kaffa silks, as well as other variations of
local textile present a special attribution problem.” At
the same time, Kramarovskii has written, “We do not
have any evidence about textile manufacturing on the
main territories of the Golden Horde. Genoese Kaffa,
perhaps, constitutes an exception but only at the end
of the 14" century” (2005, p. 93). In support of this
hypothesis, he cites some of the same written evidence
as do Konovalova and Emanov and adds: “The Latin
name for the Gate of Weavers, Porta Vonitche vel
Filatorum, tells us about the presence of weaving in the
city as a specialized craft but more likely it describes
the place as a concentration of weaving workshops.”
Yet he is skeptical whether any of the written sources
really can prove the point. Ultimately, he argues,
one “must find the necessary archaeological proofs,”
none of which he has adduced. So in fact there is no
hard evidence that would enable us to identify “Kaffa
silks.”

In discussing the hypothesis about Kaffa silk
production, close attention should be paid to the
names of fabrics in the written sources — camlet,
taffeta, kemkha, and sendal. The fabrics named were
produced in the wide territory from China to Europe.
The written sources do not describe any specific
identifying features of the “Kaffa”fabrics. Nor can be
be sure whether “Crimean flax linen,” as it is known
from Rashid al-Din, was delivered to Ilkhanate Iran,
or whether it had some distinctive features (Rashid
ad-Din, p. 238).

According to Marco Polo, camlets were produced in
Kalacha, the Province of Tangut (that is, probably the
Gansu region in China): “In this city they manufacture
beautiful camlets, the finest known in the world, of
the hair of camels and likewise of white wool. These
are of a beautiful white. They are purchased by the
merchants in considerable quantities, and carried to
many other countries, especially to Cathay” (Polo
1908/1914, p. 139). The technique of manufacturing
camlet was adapted in Western workshops using the
fleece of other animals, the Angora goat or fine-fleeced
sheep. There is no evidence for the early technique of
camlet manufacture. Written sources of the 12%-13*
centuries describe camlet as a beautiful, pricey fabric
with a smooth exterior used for making both male
and female garments. The term “camlet” had a wide
application to fine fabrics: without pile, in plain or
satin weave, made of wool or silk threads, or a blend of

both (Merkel and Tortora 1996/2007, p. 89). Emanov
noted that white or colored camlet is often mentioned
in the treasury accounting books of Kaffa and that
Cypriot camlet was in high demand in the Black Sea
region (Emanov 1995, pp. 47-48). However, he does
not list any specific feature that would distinguish the
Kaffa camlet from the Cypriot one. Thus, the evidence
of Galonifontibus is the only reason to assume the
production of camlet in Crimean weaving workshops.
An indirect argument supporting the hypothesis
about the production of wool fabrics in Kaffa may be
Rashid al-Din’s mention of the sheepskin fur coats
that were delivered to the Ilkhanate from the Crimea
(Rashid al-Din, p. 238). Obviously, sheep breeding
could have produced raw wool for textile production.

In regard to the silk masters mentioned by Galoni-
fontibus, we would emphasize that silk weaving was
a highly specialized field. For example, from the mid-
14" century, masters of the Venetian silk guild were
divided between velvet weavers and the weavers of
other silks. The latter were further subdivided into
groups specialized in making satin on treadle looms
who wove plain and simple-patterned silk, and mas-
ters who worked on drawlooms who wove complex
figured silks, lampas, or damask (Monnas 2008, p. 8).
It is not clear what kind of specialists were the silk
weavers Galonifontibus describes. Among the Kaffa
fabrics mentioned in other textual sources are taffeta,
kamkha, and sendal. Taffeta and sandal are mono-
chromic silk fabrics of a plain weave; kamkha is a term
for monochromic fabrics with a pattern created by the
interchanging of the main weaves used for making
both pattern and ground.? As a rule, all three types
of fabrics are woven with one warp system and one
weft system, and are produced with one or two main
weaves on a simple loom. It is hard to say what could
be the specific technical features of the hypothetical
Kaffa fabrics — tafetta, sendal, and kamkha — that
would make it possible to place them into a special
group of textiles. However, if a textile industry, in
fact, existed in Kaffa, the silk masters described by Jo-
hann Galonifontibus probably would have belonged
to the masters of satin (maestri del raso) specializing
in the weaving of simple silk fabrics. It is not clear
what technique was applied for “Kaffa” ribbons and
border. In any event, so far, there is no evidence that
could suggest the weaving of silk velvets or lampas in
Kaffa. In England. the term “Kaffa silk,” used in the
16" century, also referred to fabrics produced both
in satin and damask, or fabrics imitating Kaffa silks
“produced in the Low Countries as a silk and linen
union, combining a silk or silk-and-wool warp with a
flax weft” (Monnas 2011, pp. 250, 252).

It was an established practice for Italian cities
to accept migrants who imitated silks of their
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specialization (Monnas 2008, p.17). Thus we might
assume that silk weavers in the Genoese colony of
Kaffa were the Genoese weavers of camlet, taffeta,
kamkha, and sendal mentioned by Galonifontibus,
even while we have to recognize that there are
no criteria to distinguish the assumed Crimean
fabrics from similar Genoese silks. Discoveries of
archaeological textiles in present-day Kaffa/Feodosiia
would be of no help unless a specific mark on a fabric
clearly indicates Kaffa as the place of its production.

Although Kramarovskii (2005, p. 93) has suggested
that technical analysis of silk fabrics from the
Belorechenskaia kurgans will show that they
were manufactured in Kaffa, he perhaps fails to
realize that technological analysis may in fact not
be sufficient for the attribution of archaeological
textiles and the regional location of their production.
Anna A. lerusalimskaia has emphasized that while
technological analysis is important for a general
classification which in some instances may identify
fabrics produced in the same center, it is not enough
to identify the centers themselves (lerusalimskaia
1992, p. 11). The most reliable feature in determining
the place of a workshop is its identifying mark. But
such cases are rare for medieval textiles. The majority
of the preserved silks have been attributed on indirect
evidence that includes a combination of stylistic,
technical, and iconographic features and, when
available, evidence from written sources (Monnas
2008, p. 17).

Fig. 2. A female costume from Belorechenskaia Kurgan 20.
Reconstruction by Zvezdana V. Dode, drawing by Irina P. Oleinik.

It would be hasty to reject the notion of a weaving
industry in the Crimea that could satisfy the needs
of the ordinary population and produce simple silk
fabrics for export. However, there are no grounds
to discuss the presence of highly specialized local
weavers there. And thus, more specifically, there is
no basis to place workshops in the Crimea, namely in
Kaffa, that could have woven the complex silk fabrics
found in the Belorechenskaia kurgans.

To determine the place of manufacture of the Be-
lorechenskaia fabrics, a thorough analysis should be
conducted.® All these fabrics should be descriptively
catalogued and presented in a monographic study.
But, for now, in the context of the hypothesis of the or-
igin of the Belorechenskaia silks from Genoese Kaffa,
I can but confine myself to discussing in greater detail
the technological and ornamental features of the vel-
vet caftan from Kurgan 20.

This caftan is undoubtedly the most notable find
among the other textiles from the Belorechenskaia
kurgans. In Kurgan 20, a costume of a deceased
woman has been fully preserved: head dress, two
caftans, and leather boots (Fig. 2; Color Plate VI);
her clothing was supplemented by adornments and
accessories (Veselovskii 1898, pp. 41-42). The outer
caftan, which will be the subject of further discussion,
was made of red velvet, with pile that combines both
cutand uncutloops. The caftan was made out of velvet
with a design in cut silk pile, textured with satin and
bouclé areas, formed by a pattern weft, with a silk core
S-twisted with a thin strip of gilt silver.

Scholars have defined the fabric of the caftan
differently but did agree on its color. Veselovskii
(1898, p. 41) believed that it was made of “lilac
brocade with silver thread.” Later, Levasheva (1953,
pp- 188-89) described the same color but described the
fabric as follows: “An expensive gilt aksamit Italian
velvet of this dress initially was in lilac color, but now
its shades had dimmed and turned overall in to the
brownish tone.” Tat’iana D. Ravdonikas (1990, p. 70)
also suggested that “the initial lilac color of the velvet
turned brownish by the time of excavations.” However,
the lilac effect noted by Veselovskii appeared as a
result of the oxidation of silver threads that textured
practically the whole surface of the fabric used for
the caftan. Analyses of dyes recently performed in
the Laboratory of Scientific and Technical Expertise
by Liudmila S. Gavrilenko determined that the weft
and pile threads of the fabric were dyed with carminic
acid derived from cochineals (Kramarovskii and
Tepliakova 2010, p. 472). Thus, the original color of
the fabric was red.

A few words should be said about the terms
“brocade” and “gilt aksamit velvet” used by



Veselovskii and Levasheva in regard to the type
of the Belorechenskaia fabric. In Russian, the word
“brocade,” unlike in Western European terms, usually
refers to fabrics with silk warp and silver or gold
wefts, without specifying the type of fabric or the
way of applying the metal weft (through the whole
width or in certain patterned areas). Thus, it does not
imply the fabric’s structure or technique, and the term
“brocade” cannot be applied to the Belorechenskaia
fabric.

The “aksamit velvets” mentioned in the Russian
written sources are a type of velvet decorated with
a pattern, woven with the gold and silver threads
[Klein 1925, pp. 34-35]. Russian medieval documents
recorded structural features typical for imported
fabrics, but in translation, these nuances had been
transformed into descriptive definitions based on the
visual perception of a fabric, more comprehensible for
mentality of a Russian medieval man (Vishnevskaia
2004, p. 49). The term “gilt aksamit velvet” applied
by Levasheva to the Belorechenskaia fabric fits the
accepted Russian terminology; however, there is no
historical context of its production and usage.

There are various kinds of velvet — with cut and
uncut pile, with combinations of cut and uncut pile
loops, with combinations of pile in different heights,
and with areas of pile design contrasting with a
smooth ground. To apply the term “velvet” to the
Belorechenskaia fabric points to the technique in a

Fig. 3. Structure of velvet from Belorechenskaia Kurgan 20: 1 - cut

loops and 2 — uncut loops of the silk pile surface; 3 - textured satin;

4 - bouclé areas created with the patterned weft of a silk core S-
twisted with a thin strip of gilt silver.

1

general way but does not reflect these specific features.

Western European historiography describes velvet
fabrics with a metal bouclé weft by the Italian term
“allucciolato” (Landini and Redaelli 1994, p. 189). I
used it for attributing the Belorechenskaia fabric in a
preliminary paper about this find (Dode 2010, p. 121).
Kramarovskii and Tepliakova (2010, p. 468) attributed
the Belorechenskaia fabric to another type of velvet,
“a riccio d’oro” or “riccio sopra riccio,” described by
the Italian scholars Roberta Orsi Landini and Alfredo
Redaelli. This suggestion is correct but needs some
refinement. The Italian terms “allucciolato” and “a
riccio d’oro” do not indicate a type of a fabric but the
weaving methods that produce different effects. In the
15" century, the term “allucciolato” meant a luminous
effectmade by brocaded weftsraised ina shape of small
gold loops spaced in intervals of velvet pile (Landini
and Redaelli 1994 p. 189; Monnas 2008, p. 301), or as
metal weft floats on the surface of a damask or satin
(Monnas 2008, p. 302). For different types of velvets
of the 15"-16" centuries woven in technique “a riccio
d’oro,” the gold or silver wefts were drawn as loops
(similarly to “allucciolato”), but made them in bouclé
for distinguishing the elements of design. Therefore,
gold and silver loops, often made in different heights
to the silk pile of a velvet, created three-dimensional
effects in the design (Landini and Redaelli 1994, p.
189; Monnas 2008, p. 301). Strictly speaking, during
the weaving of the Belorechenskaia fabric the method
“ariccio d’oro” was used, but an indication of only the
method does not cover all its technological aspects.
Attempts to classify the Belorechenskaia fabric based
on a single feature are ineffective.

Velvets woven in technique similar to the
Belorechenskaia fabric were called in Italian terms
of the 15" century “velluto broccato riccio sopra
riccio,” thatis, velluto — velvet, broccato — brocade
as an indication of the usage of the gold or silver
thread, and sopra riccio — a combination of cut and
uncut loops.

Therefore, in order to define a type of a fabric with
a complex structure, all the techniques used for its
weaving should be listed. With such an approach,
the Belorechenskaia fabric can be described as a
figured velvet with cut and uncut velvet pile and
one supplementary metal weft forming details of
the pattern with combination of dense metal loops
and satin texture (Fig. 3). This kind of complex
technique was used for producing a special
decorative effect. Discussing the technique used
in Italian fabrics of the 15* century, David Jenkins
noted that “the velvet technique with its cut pile
effect, its areas of brocading and the use of gold
weft loops increased the aura of magnificence
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Fig. 4. Venetian velvet of the late

15" century. The Metropolitan

Museum of Art, New York. Rog-

ers Fund, 1912 (12.49.8). Repro-

duced with the kind permission
of the museum.

exuded by this design.
Nowhere else was the
technique used as fully to
exploit sheer luxury for its
own sake” (Jenkins 2003,
p- 351). It seems that the
Belorechenskaia fabric
woven with gilt threads
looked similar to the well-
preserved Italian velvet
from the Metropolitan
Museum of Art (12.49.8)
(Fig. 4) which, according
to Melinda Watt (person-
al communication), was
produced in a Venetian
workshop at the end of the
15" - beginning of the 16"
century.

An important source for
the cultural and historical

attribution of the Belorechenskaia fabric is its design,
which is composed of a large flower with ogival
petals, in the middle of which is a thistle or artichoke,
the pattern also including a pomegranate (Figs. 5,
6). Textiles with such elements were extensively
depicted in the works of Italian artists of the 15"
century. As Jenkins pointed out, “In the early fifteenth
century, plant forms in a variety of styles became
dominant but these were eventually overtaken by a
fashion for large pomegranate designs accompanied
by elaborate foliage and undulating stems” (Jenkins
2003, p. 351). Richard Glazier noted that the artichoke
was the main motif in figured Florentine textiles
(Glazier 1923, p. 60). However, a particular design
cannot be used with certainty as the criterion for
establishing a weaving center. Judging by the extant
examples, similar designs including artichoke or
thistle motifs in the center of a flower with ovigal petals
are equally present in Florentine and Venetian figured
velvets. Glazier himself noted that the popularity
of this motif in Italian art could be explained by its
decorative value (Glazier 1923, p. 60).

Textiles with similar patterns can be seen in paintings
of Italian artists of the 15" century who worked in
Venice, such as Antonio Pisanello, Jacopo Bellini,
Andrea Mantegna, and Antonello da Messina. The
composition of decorative elements closest to those

on the Belorechenskaia velvet can be found in the

paintings of the Venetian artist Carlo Crivelli, who
greatly contributed to our knowledge of designs in

luxury fabrics (Glazier 1923, p. 63).

Silks with Italian designs, where the main pattern
is the same flower as the one in the Belorechenskaia
velvets with ogivally arranged leaves and artichoke
motifs, can be found in the paintings of the Northern
Renaissance artists, specifically in works by Jan
van Eyck, Petrus Christus and Hans Memling.
Two works of Hans Memling, St. Catherine (early
1480s) (Fig. 7, next page) and the Madonna with
Child and Angels (after 1479) (Fig. 8) depict the
same velvet fabric covering the throne. The main
ornamental motif in it is a large flower with ogival
leaves. The complex elements on either side of the
flower and artichoke motifs fully match the décor of
the Belorechenskaia fabric (Fig. 9). Such a detailed
reproduction of ornamental elements was possible
only when an artist had the real fabric in front of
him. Another parallel gives a representation of a
kaftan embroidered on the tomb cover of Maria of

Fig. 5. The Belorechenskaia textile. Reconstruction by Z. V.
Dode based the surviving fragments (published in Lo Stile dello
Zar [Milano: Skira, 2009], p. 152, no. 44).

Fig. 6. Pattern unit on a fabric from Belorechenskaia. It was
reproduced twice along the width of the woven piece.



Fig. 7. Hans Memling. “Virgin and Child with Saints Catherine

of Alexandria and Barbara.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art,

New York. Bequest of Benjamin Altman, 1913 (1440634).
Reproduced with the kind permission of the museum.

Fig. 8 (right). Hans Memling. “Madonna and Child with
Angels.” National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. Andrew W.
Mellon Collection (1937.1.41).

from Belorechenskaia.

Mangup, where the cut of the cloth and décor of the
fabric are similar to the those found in kurgan 20 (Fig.
10).

Lisa Monnas pointed out that at the end of the 19*
century it was a common belief that velvet fabrics
in the paintings of the Northern Renaissance artists
were made in the Netherlands. However, after the
research of Brigitte Klesse, who studied silks depicted
in works of the Italian masters of the 14" century,
and identified Italian, Spanish, Iranian, Egyptian, and
Chinese examples, it became clear that the location of
a textile workshop cannot be directly associated with
the origin of a painting (Monnas 2008, p.19).

Fig. 9. Textile décor of the complex setting of
the outer edge of the flower with pointed leaves
in paintings by Hans Memling and on a fabric

Fig 10. Embroidered portrait of Maria of Mangop executed in satin
stitch. Grave cover, dated 1477. The Putna Monastery, Romania.

After: Atasoy and Uluc 2012, Fig. 4.




The pattern and complex weaving technique of
the Belorechenskaia fabric, typical for the decorative
Italian velvets of the 15%"-16" centuries, leave no
doubt that this textile was manufactured in an Italian
workshop. Its precise origin should, however, be
further explored. In Italy, silk weaving enterprises
established in wvarious centers — Venice, Lucca,
Florence, Milan, and Genoa — had their own standard
measurement usually based on an arm’s length
(Monnas 2008, p. 17). Silks woven in these centers
differed in their individual widths, and selvedge
types, and to a lesser degree, in their repertoire of
designs. Thus, in order to determine the origin of
the Belorechenskaia fabric, one should define its key
identifying features. Such an attempt was made by
Levasheva, who based her work on information given
to her by the restorer, Ekaterina S. Vidonova: “In the
process of studying the fragments from the bottom
part of the caftan, it became clear that the robe was
cut from a single piece: selvedges were discovered
in its seams; based on this, it was established that the
width of the gold velvet fabric was 56 or 58 cm with
selvedges” (Levasheva 1953, p.189). Citing the work
of Vladimir K. Klein, where the author noted that
Venetian velvets are characterized by the unusual size
of the repeating pattern, up to 1 arshine 7 % vershoks
in height and 14 %2 vershoks in width (that is along the
whole width of a fabric in piece) [Klein, 1925, p. 37],
Levasheva believed that the Belorechenskaia fabric
belonged to the production of Italian workshops
(Levasheva 1953, p.188). However, she did not suggest
a specific center.

I believe that the Belorechenskaia fabric was
woven by Venetian artisans, but to support this
attribution, certain adjustments should be made
to the information provided by Levasheva. In her
work are several inaccuracies in converting the
obsolete Russian measurements. It is known that
one vershok equaled 44.5 mm; therefore, 14.5 vershoks
equaled 64.5 cm, not 56-58 cm as she calculated. Also
questionable is the width of the fabric: only the back
of the Belorechenskaia caftan could be cut from the
whole loom width. However, no single fragment
from the caftan’s back has been preserved. Thus, the
width defined by Levasheva cannot be considered
as the original one. It seems that either Levasheva
or Vidonova calculated the size based on the
reconstruction of the fabric’s pattern but made some
errors in measurements. In her article, Levasheva
provided an illustration captioned as “pattern unit of
the Belorechenskaia ...” (Levasheva 1953, p. 190, Fig.
7), but in fact, it is the reconstruction of a pattern. In
reality, the pattern unit of the Belorechenskaya fabric
was narrower than its width: 156 cm along the vertical
line, and 31.9 cm along the horizontal line (Fig. 6). The
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pattern unit repeats twice along the width of fabric.
Thus, the width of the fabric equaled 63.8 cm, which
corresponds to the Venetian standard (Jenkins 2003,
p. 347). This was the standard for Venetian velvets
during the 15" century and it continued to be used
into the 16" century, except in textiles made for export.
Beginning from 1507, the width of all exported fabrics
was 55.8 cm (Monnas 2008, p. 321, table 2, continued).
By comparison, voided satin velvets made in Florence
to imitate Venetian velvets were woven in a width of
65.6 cm (Monnas p. 320, table 2).

As mentioned above, the Belorechenskaia fabric
was dyed with carmine acid. However, some carminic
dyestuffs contain kermesic acid as well (Hofenk de
Graaff 2004, pp. 64, 70). Different textile centers in
Italy had special markers for velvets dyed in kermes.
Venetian silks dyed with kermes had green selvedges
with one gold thread, while Florentine silks dyed with
the same dyestuff had selvedges containing two gold
threads each (Monnas 2008, p. 319, table 1). The green
color of the selvedge of the Belorechenskaia fabric
indicates Venice as the source of this fabric. In Venice,
a gold thread started to be woven into the selvedges
from 1457; before that, only the green selvedge
indicated the use of kermes. The absence of a gold
thread from the selvedge of the Belorechenskaia fabric
which was dyed with kermes allows us to accept the
year 1457 as the terminus ante quem for the production
of the fabric.

To conclude, parallels to the decorative elements
of the Belorechenskaia fabric in paintings of Italian
artists of the 15" century point to its manufacture
in one of the Italian textile centers of that time. But
its technological features narrow the space and time
frame: the width of the fabric and green color of its
selvedge point to Venetian workshops of the mid-15"
century, before 1457. Fabrics with similar decorative
elements continued to appear in European paintings
during the early 1480s. It is not known when the
velvet was acquired by those who buried their dead
in the Belorechenskaia kurgans. In general, the grave
from Kurgan 20 can be dated to the second half of the
15" century, but at present, there are no grounds for
establishing a more precise date for it.*

Acknowledgments

I would like to express my deep gratitude to Martin
Ciszuk, Roberta Orsi Landini, Milton Sanday, and
Melinda Watt for their consultations on the techniques
of textile production of late medieval Italian velvets;
to Askold Ivanchik and Maria Tariverdieva for their
translation of a fragment from Johannes de Galonifon-
tibus. I am especially grateful to Lisa Monnas for her
advice and careful proofreading of this article.



About the author

Zvezdana Dode is a Senior Scholar at the Southern Scientific
Center of the Russian Academy of Sciences (SSC RAS), Ros-
ton-on-Don. An expert on mediaeval costume and textiles of
the North Caucasus and Central Asia, she has published (in
Russian) monographs that include Kubachi Reliefs: A Fresh
look at Ancient Stones (Moscow, 2010); The Rich Golden Horde
Graves in the Interfluves of Don and Sal Rivers, VI (Stavropol,
2006); and The Medieval Costume of the Peoples of the North-
ern Caucasus (Moscow, 2001). Her articles include: “Djuhta,
nécropole de la période de la Horde d’or dans le village
caucasien de Djuhti, région de Stavropol.” (Archéologie Me-
dievale 37 [2007]); “Determination of Chinese, Iranian and
Central Asian Artistic Tradition in the décor of silk of the
Mongolian Period from the Golden Horde Legacy in Ulus
Djuchi” (Silk Road and Mongol-Yuan Art [Hangzhou, 2005]),
and “Dhukhta burial Chinese fabrics of the Mongolian pe-
riod, 13*-14" centuries, in the North Caucasus”(CIETA Bul-
letin 82 [2005]). In 2007-2008 she held an Andrew W. Mellon
Fellowship at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

References

Atasoy and Uluc 2012

Nurhan Atasoy and Lale H. Uluc. Impressions of Ottoman
Culture in Europe, 1453-1699. Istanbul: Turkish Cultural
Foundation, 2012.

Balard 1978

Michel Balard. La Romanie génoise (XIle -début du X Ve siecle).
2 vol. Bibliotheque des Ecoles francaises d’Athénes et de
Rome, 235 ; et Atti della Societa ligure di storia patria, n. s., vol.
XVIII (XCII), fasc. 1.. Rome, Ecole francaise de Rome, 1978..

Dode 2010

Zvezdana V. Dode. “Venetsianskii aksamitnyi barkhat
‘allucciolato” iz mogil'nika Belorechenskii XIV-XV vv.
(Severnyi Kavkaz)” [Venetian aksamit velvet ‘alluccio-
lato” from the Belorechenskaia cemetery, 14™-15" centuries
(Northern Caucasus)]. In: Problemy khronologii i periodizatsii
arkheologicheskikh mamiatnikov i kul’tur Severnogo Kavkaza.
XXVI 'Krupnovskie chteniia’ po arkheologii Severnogo Kavkaza.
Tezisy dokladov. Magas, 2010, pp.120-21.

Emanov, 1995

Alleksandr]. G. Emanov. Sever i Iug v istorii kommertsii (Na
materialakh Kafy XIII-XV vv.) [North and South in the history
of commerce (based on the materials from Kaffa of the 13-
14* centuries)]. Tiumen”: RUTRA, 1995.

Galonifontibus 1980

Johann de Galonifontibus. Svedeniia o narodakh Kavkaza (1404
g.) (Iz sochineniia ‘Kniga poznaniia mira’) [Information about
the peoples of the Caucasus (1404) (From the work ‘The
book of the knowledge of the world”)]. Baku: Elm, 1980.

Glazier 1923

Richard Glazier. Textile Fabrics. A Short History of the
Tradition and Development of Pattern in Woven, Printed Stuffs.
New York: Scribner’s; London: Batsford, 1923.

Hofenk de Graaff, 2004

Judith H. Hofenk de Graaff. The Colourful Past. Origins,
Chemistry and Identification of Natural Dyestuffs. London:
Archetype Publications, 2004.

Ierusalimskaia 1992

Anna A. lerusalimskaia. Kavkaz na Shelkovom puti [The
Caucasus on the Silk Road]. St. Peterburg: Izd-vo.
Gos. Ermitazha, 1992.

Jenkins 2003

David Jenkins. The Cambridge History of Western Textiles.
Vol. 1. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Pr., 2003.

Klein 1925

V[ladimir] K. Klein. “Inozemnye tkani, bytovavshie v Rossii
do XVIII veka, i ikh terminologiia” [Foreign textiles existing
in Russia before the 18" century and their terminology]. In:
Sbornik Oruzheinoi palaty. Moskva, 1925, pp. 11-70.

Konovalova 1993

Irina Konovalova. “Some Data about Silk-Weaving in Caffa
in the XIV™ - XVI* Centuries.” In: Simonetta Cavaciocci, ed.,
La Seta in Europa Sec. XIII - XX. Atti della “Ventiquattresima
settimana di studi”, 4-9 maggio 1992. Firenze: Le Monnier,
1993, pp. 335-38.

Kramarovskii 2005

Mark G. Kramarovskii. “Mezhdu Vostokom i Zapadom:
Velikii shelkovyi put’”” [Between East and West: the Great
Silk Road]. In: Zolotaia Orda, pp. 89-101.

Kramarovskii, 2009

. “Mangupskaia nakhodka: sel’dzhukidskie otra-
zheniia v Krymu i na Severnom Kavkaze” [The Mangup dis-
covery: Reflections of the Seljuks in the Crimea and North-
ern Caucasus]. In: Materialy po arkheologii, istorii i etnografii
Tavrii. Vyp. XV. Simferopol’, 2009, pp. 457-80.

Kramarovskii and Tepliakova 2009

Marc Kramarovsky and Anastasia Tepliakova. “’Porta
Vonitiche vel Filatorum’ di Caffa e i tessuti italiani nel XIV
- XV secolo nel Caucaso settentrionale.” In: Lo Stile dello Zar.
Arte e moda tra Italia e Russia dal XIV al XVIII secolo. Prato:
Museo del Tessuto, 19 settembre 2009 - 10 gennaio 2010.
Milano: Skira, 2009, pp. 23-31.

Kramarovskii and Tepliakova 2010

. “Zapad i vostok po materialam ital’ianskogo
tekstilia Belorechenskogo mogil'nika (Severnyi Kavkaz,
XIV-XV vv.)” [West and East according the the evidence of
Italian textiles from the Belorechenskaia Cemetery (North-
ern Caucasus, 14"-15" centuries)]. In: Vizantiia v kontekste
mirovoi kul’tury. Materialy konferentsii, posviashchennoi pamiati
Alisy Viadimirovny Bank 1906-1984. Trudy Gos. Ermitazha,
51. St. Peterburg: Gos. Ermitazh, 2010, pp. 461-72.

Landini and Redaelli 1994

Roberta Orsi Landini and Alfredo Redaelli. “Techniques
and Types of Velvet. Brief Descriptive Notes Concerning
the Manufacturing Processes Mentioned and the Techni-
cal Terms Used in the Texts.” In: Velvet. History, Techniques,
Fashions. Ed. Fabrizio De Marinis. Milano: Idea Books, 1994,
pp-180-95.

Levasheva 1953

V[arvara] P. Levasheva. “Belorechenskie kurgany” [The
Belorechenskaia barrows]. In: Trudy Gosudarstvennogo
istoricheskogo muzeia. T. 22. Arkheologicheskii sbornik.
Moskva, 1953, pp. 166-213.

121



Merkel and Tortora 1996/2007

Robert S. Merkel and Phyllis G. Tortora. Fairchild’s Diction-
ary of Textiles. 7" ed. New York: Fairchild Publications, 1996
[2007]

Monnas 2008

Lisa Monnas. Merchants, Princes and Painters. Silk Fabrics
in Italian and Northern Paintings 1300-1550. New Haven;
London: Yale Univ. Pr., 2008.

Monnas 2011

. "Plentie and Abundance’” Henry III's Valuable
Store of Textiles.” In: The Inventory of King Henry VIII. Vol-
ume 2: Textiles and Dress. ed. Marria Hayward and Philip
Ward. London: Harvey Miller for the Society of Antiquar-
ies, 2011, pp. 233-92.

Polo 1908/1914

Marco Polo. The Travels of Marco Polo, the Venetian. Tr.
William Marsden. London: Dent; New York Dutton, 1908
[1914].

Rashid al-Din 1971

Rashid al-Din. Perepiska [Correspondence]. Tr., introd. and
commentaries by A. I. Falina. Pamiatniki pis'mennosti
Vostoka, 17. Moskva: Izd-vo. “Nauka,” Glav. red. vostoch-
noi literatury, 1971.

Ravdonikas 1990

Tat'iana D. Ravdonikas. Ocherki po istorii odezhdy naseleniia
Severo-Zapadanogo Kavkaza (V v. do n.e. - konets XVII v. n.e.:
antichnost’ i srednevekov’e) [Essays on the history of costume
of the peoples of the Northwestern Caucasus (5" century
BCE - 17" century CE: antiquity and the middle ages).
Leningrad: Nauka, 1990.

Veselovskii 1898

Nikolai I. Veselovskii. “Proizvodstvo arkheologicheskikh
raskopok i razvedok v Kubanskoi oblasti” [Archaeologi-
cal excavations and surveys in the Kuban River region]. In:
Otchet Imperatorskoi Arkheologicheskoi Komissii za 1896 god. St.
Peterburg: Tip. Imp. Akademii nauk, 1898, pp. 1-65.

Vishnevskaia 2004

I. I. Vishnevskaia. “Dragotsennye tkani Italii v tseremo-
niiakh Moskovskogo dvora” [Precious fabrics of Italy in
Muscovite court ceremonies]. In: Italiia i Moskovskii dvor.
Moskva: Khudozhnik i kniga, 2004, pp. 48-54.

Zolotaia orda 2005

Zolotaia Orda. Istoriia i kul'tura [The Golden Horde. History
and Culture]. St. Peterburg: Slavia, 2005.

Notes

1. The catalog accompanying The Golden Horde. History
and Culture exhibition is inconsistent. In its descriptive
part, it indicates Kaffa as a possible place of production for
silks No. 524, No. 525, and No. 528 (Zolotaia Orda 2005, p.
93). However, the catalog entries, name Kaffa as a place of
manufacture only for silk No. 525. Silk No. 524 is considered
to have been produced in Italy (p. 225), silk No. 516 (from
the Belorechenskaia group) in Cairo for No. 516 (p. 224),

and No. 526 (also from Belorechenskaia) in Mamluk Egypt
or Spain (p. 225). This is at odds with the authors’ conclu-
sion (p. 226): “Judging by a certain technical and ornamen-
tal similarity, fabrics Nos. 516, 524-526, 528 are possible to
combine into one group of fabrics produced, probably, in
Kaffa workshops.”

2. In Russian, “kamkha” and “damask” both apply to the
same type of fabric. Vladimir K. Klein, who studied import-
ed kamkha fabrics in the collections of the Armory Chamber
and Historical Museum in Moscow and their written
descriptions in primary sources, came to the conclusion that
all of them, except one fabric with a supplemental gold weft,
had only one warp and one weft.

3. Karmarovskii and Tepliakova made an attempt at a
technical analysis of the Belorechenskaia fabrics, the results
published in Zolotaia Orda 2005. However, their technical
descriptions, which omit important details, do not always
reflect the real structure of the fabrics. For example, Teplia-
kova gives the structure of silk fabric No. 526 as follows,
“By its technical features, this fabric is identical to the fabric
of the cap [cat. No. 516 - Z.D.] but has a patterned weft” (p.
225). The description of the cap’s fabric (cat. No. 516) states:
“This fabric is similar to the fabric of a caftan (cat. No. 528).
There is no patterned weft, and each face weft is a gilt one”
(p. 224). The author ignores the obvious fact that if a struc-
ture of one fabric has a patterned weft, and the structure of
another fabric does not have one, these two fabrics cannot be
treated as identical. One may also question the accuracy of
establishing a “similarity” between fabrics woven in differ-
ent techniques. According to Kramarovskii and Tepliakova,
the caftan’s fabric (cat. No. 528) is made in lampas technique
(p- 226). Now fabrics woven in this technique have a
system of ground (warp and weft) threads and a system
of patterned threads (supplementary warp and supple-
mentary weft or wefts). The catalog description for the cap
(cat. No. 516) does not specify what technique was used for
its fabric (cat. No. 516), but since this fabric, as Tepliakova
herself notes, lacks one of the wefts, the technique cannot
be lampas. In sum then, the authors fail to describe typical
technical features of the Belorechenskaia fabrics that could
unite them and, at the same time, differentiate them from
fabrics produced in other centers of textile industry.

4. Kramarovskii and Tepliakova date the Belorech-
enskaia kurgans on the basis of the coins found in them:
“... out of three female graves discussed above, only one of
them, a grave from kurgan 20, contained coins, the young-
est of which belongs to the second third of the 15" century”
(Kramarovskii and Tepliakova 2009, p. 30; 2010, p. 468). This
statement leads to the erroneous dating of the female grave
in Kurgan 20. Veselovskii indicated (1898, pp.40-41) that the
coins were found only in one grave, Kurgan 12, presumably
placed in a pouch in the box near the deceased’s feet: “In
the box, there was an open-work silver star, probably from
the pouch with three Golden Horde coins ...).” And indeed,
in another publication, Kramarovskii had accurately cited
Veselovskii’'s description of the coins being in Kurgan 12
(Kramarovskii 2009, p. 464). At very least here then, on the
basis of the coin evidence, Kurgan 20 must have a ferminus
post quem of some time in the second third of the 15" century.
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