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Silk textiles from Islamic countries in Polish culture in the 17th and 18th centuries 

A fascination with the art of Middle Eastern countries was characteristic of the culture of the 
Old Polish Republic. It was fueled by the tales of numerous Polish diplomats sent to the 
Sultan’s court and by the visits of Turkish and Persian envoys to Poland. There was a 
particular fondness for the local silk fabrics. They were valued as much as products 
imported from Italy and France, which were the major centres of silk fabrics production in 
Europe. Silk textiles were  used by clergy and lay people alike. The national dress of Polish 
nobility drew much inspiration from Middle Eastern clothing, and Persian and Turkish textiles 
were equally often used to make liturgical vestments as those from Italy and France. It was 
just in the area of dress, both secular and liturgical, that the synergy of the aesthetics of 
Christian and Muslim countries was the most complete. 
 Silk textiles were brought to Poland thanks to intensive trade, and the economic 
relations with Iran and Turkey, despite the waged wars, remained very close until the 
partitions. The highest quality imported fabrics were offered for the glory and decoration of 
the house of God. They were used to make liturgical vestments for priests and decorate 
altars. Weaving workshops from Iran and Turkey supplied silk fabrics with floral, animal and 
abstract patterns to the market of the Old Polish Republic. Oriental carnations, irises, tulips, 
parrots, does, butterflies, balls and clouds took over church interiors: the celebrant of the 
Holy Mass would appear in front of the congregation in a chasuble on which Persian and 
Turkish patterns often accompanied embroideries depicting the Passion of Jesus Christ or 
the Blessed Virgin. In the gleam of candlelight, each movement of the priest unveiled to the 
eyes of the worshipping faithful a different motif drawn from the rich iconography of Muslim 
art. The fabrics glittered with silk and silver and gold threads. Metal lace reflected light in a 
slightly different way, being European to the core, since the lace-making technique was 
unknown in other regions of the world. Most of the old liturgical vestments are still in keeping 
of church treasuries and sacristies, but some of them have found their way to museum 
collections. The National Museum in Krakow can boast of a particularly rich collection of 
such vestments. They were acquired in various ways – sometimes the donor was a Catholic 
priest, sometimes fragments of old chasubles came from embroidery workshops dealing 
with repairing liturgical vestments, sometimes they were purchased via antiquarians or 
acquired in exchange for new liturgical sets for parishes. Among them were vestments made 
of Persian and Turkish satin, velvet and brocade fabrics.   
 Many liturgical vestments, once donated to the Museum, were ripped apart after 
World War II and inventoried as independent fragments of silk fabrics, laces and uniform 
braids. Rarely, however, were their linings preserved. According to stories heard from the 
late former curators, it was done for fear that Communists would order the destruction of all 
objects of religious worship. This explanation is barely plausible though, since the liturgical 
vestments were dismembered even in the 1960s, when the Communist regime was no longer 
as oppressive as a decade earlier. In this way, these objects were forever stripped of their 
liturgical character and deprived of many elements of history that is inherent to any ancient 
object. 
 Among these pieces of cloth, Turkish fabrics can be found. Some of them are 
adorned with net patterns similar to those on Italian products, although the pomegranate 
fruit or pine cones so popular in Europe were usually replaced by carnations and tulips. The 
Cintamani motif, of Buddhist provenance, consisting of three balls and two Chinese Chi 
clouds, also appeared. Turkish patterns are extremely complex, with larger forms filled with 
increasingly finer geometric and floral motifs. Each time, the gaze may fall on a previously 
unnoticed, and the intricate ornament is revealed from ever new perspectives. 



For the needs of religious worship, fabrics in different colours were selected to correspond 
with the colours of the liturgical year. A seventeenth-century liturgical set in purple, designed 
for the periods of waiting and penance before the most important Christian festivals, i.e., the 
Advent before Christmas and the Lent before Easter, is still kept in one of the churches of 
the Malopolska region. It was made of velvet with a pattern of gold and silver balls forming 
part of the Cintamani motif - a good fortune symbol of courage and power, which was 
popular among the circles close to the  Sultan’s court. In the old days, a parish priest 
certainly was not familiar with the Muslim symbolism, but he must have appreciated the 
impression made by the smooth, glossy drawing of the ornament against the background of  
the raised velvet fleece. On the other hand, the Turkish carnation, in Islamic culture referring 
to the contemplation of God, might have been interpreted by the Church as a symbol of the 
Passion of Jesus Christ, since its shape resembled the nails with which He was nailed to the 
Cross. It was especially the case if carnations adorned red cloth, i.e., in the colour 
appropriate the celebration of Good Friday. A real mastery of workmanship was displayed 
Persian fabrics with patterns evoking the realm of gardens treasured in the dry climate of 
ancient Iran. The orderly gardens of Islam, with ponds and canals filled with precious water, 
were full of beautifully blooming flowers and singing birds. Plans and animals on Persian 
textiles seem to have been directly transferred from that space and enchanted into a world 
of ornaments. They adorned golden chasubles used during the most important religious 
celebrations, both Catholic and Orthodox ones. 
 Even as early as in the 16th century silk belts were certainly among the most valuable 
weaving products imported from Asia. Persian and Indian belts, even five metres long, 
glittered with silver and gold. They soon found soon found their way into the traditional male 
dress of Polish nobility, which for newcomers from Western Europe smelled of exoticism. 
Lavish kontushes and zupans, resembling Persian and Turkish kaftans, were girded with 
belts that were wrapped several times around the waist and finally tied into a knot. The ends 
of these belts used to be decorated with motifs depicting flowery bushes and birds, but 
sometimes even featured figures of falconers reminiscent of the courts of Persian shahs, 
where hunting was a favourite pastime. The fashion of wearing silk belts finally became so 
deeply ingrained in Polish tradition that it was adopted as its own fashion. 
 In Turkey, belts were woven mainly by Christian Armenian weavers. From the 
beginning of the 18th century, they started to move to the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, where they opened their workshops and where their products enjoyed an 
unflagging interest of the nobility and magnate circles since the silk belt, regardless of its 
Persian, Armenian or Indian origin, had become an indispensable attribute of the male 
national dress of Polish nobility. In fact, Armenians founded the most famous manufactory of 
Polish kontush belts, which was located in Słuck, within the area of the Radzivill estate. Thus, 
the Slutsk belt, derived from Islamic tradition, became the most distinctive element of the 
national dress of Polish nobility. In the times of the Old Polish Republic,  Persian and Turkish 
fabrics were a common sight in churches and at courts. Muslim symbolism, largely unknown 
to most users of patterned fabrics, was of no significance for buyers of Middle Eastern 
products and was often reinterpreted in accordance with the Christian spirit.


