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SUMMARY Reception of Oriental Fabrics in
Iberian Christian Contexts

Laura Rodriguez Peinado*

Abstract

In the Middle Ages, rich fabrics of Eastern origin were prized by elites in the Iberian Peninsula
as a symbol of collective identity and personal status and were preserved for generations.
Luxury textiles arrived in Christian territories through several ways. Their transcultural nature
favoured the knowledge of decorative codes adopted in the ornamentation of other materi-
als and technigues. They were not perceived as exotic objects but rather were appropriated
by elites who appreciated their material and aesthetic qualities, free of religious connota-
tions by valuing them primarily as a sign of luxury and magnificence. Only in some cases did
their appropriation represent an act of authority, domination and submission, when they were
plundered and taken as spoils of war.

Keywords: silks ¢ intercultural assimilation ¢ functionality ¢ reinterpretation -
sensoriality
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In the Middle Ages, luxury textiles were symbols of collective identity and personal status,
valued for their materiality and aesthetics. They were acquired for their value, regardless of
their origin, but they conveyed messages in the contexts in which they operated. Their func-
tion was multiple, and they were not perceived so much as exotic objects, but rather were
appropriated, freeing them from foreign meanings, valuing them as a sign of luxury and mag-
nificence, as well as conveying spiritual nobility.

Preserved for generations, they enjoyed a chameleon-like quality in medieval society, with re-
use and changes in function, which meant adapting their meaning according to needs. They
were valued for their materials, technique, colour, and decoration, factors that contributed to
transculturation, influencing Western art and stimulating artisans from different media, and
they served as inspiration. As luxury products that crossed borders and shared a common
aesthetic, they were fundamental mediators in cultural exchange due to their transportability.
Textiles became alternative models of transfer, with a vocabulary shared with other materials
that allow us to understand the internationalization of taste. As transcultural objects, they
were receptacles of memory, propaganda, power, and legitimization. The decorative codes of
luxury textiles were part of a collective imagination highly sensitive to the essentially material,
to the values of texture, chromatic richness, and ornamentation, although their users were not
unaware of the messages and meanings they conveyed.

Trade was the main source of acquisition for these luxury goods, in markets where products
of different manufactures were traded. They were considered “guide goods,” so the circulation
of textile products favoured large-scale trade, linking very distant places. Furthermore, due
to their value and exclusivity, they constituted one of the most valued gifts among diplomatic
representatives and were also used as a form of tribute payment. The least common form of
acquisition was the appropriation of pieces through spoliation, an action that was associated
with an act of authority, dominance and submission, transmitted by the value given to the
pieces obtained as war booty.

Al-Andalus was the first European territory to generate a powerful textile industry following the
introduction of sericulture around 740. Textile production in al-Andalus was carried out on a
large scale, and many Andalusian fabrics reached the Christian Iberian territories by various
routes, being used as symbols of prestige. There is no solid evidence of the opening of lux-
ury factories in the Christian Iberian territories, although information provided by a document
mentioning “tiraceros mozarabes” protected by King Alfonso V draws attention to the mon-
arch’s interest in having workshops where luxury fabrics could be made to cover some of his
needs. But the main route of penetration of these luxury pieces was trade. The textiles that
arrived in Christian peninsular territories were used for various purposes, and their functions
changed over time, either through reuse or through changes in status. Textiles of various kinds
are used to decorate spaces of power as a sign of authority and magnificence.



Rich fabrics were used for clothing as sociopolitical markers. The style of dress and the rich-
ness of the textiles were a clear sign of ostentation, a symbol of collective identity and person-
al status. Silk fabrics with metallic threads were the most appreciated for the clothing of mon-
archs, nobles and ecclesiastics. The collection of dress exhumed from the Royal Pantheon of
the Monastery of Santa Maria la Real in Huelgas (Burgos) constitutes an example of the value
of the dress as a symbol of identity. Interest in Andalusian fabrics for clothing continued in sub-
sequent centuries. In the 15th and 16th centuries, when velvets were the most prized fabrics
for clothing, Moorish dress was still fashionable in the Iberian Peninsula. Examples include the
dress worn by Saint Catherine of Alexandria, painted by Yanez de la Alimedina, or the fabric
that covers the torso of the Virgin of Pajares in Penafiel (Valladolid), decorated with the motto
“Glory to our Lord the Sultan”. The fabric would have been used for its material value, without
the inscription having any religious implications.

Ecclesiastical textiles are the most numerous. They were part of treasures, changing functions
over time. Often arriving through donations and gifts as a sign of ostentation and prestige,
increasing their value with their sacred use.

Textiles used to wrap relics are of great significance due to their origin. Many fabrics used to
wrap relics are of Islamic origin, such as the tiraz of Abd al-Rahman lll, from the reliquary of
Saint Librada in Siguenza Cathedral; the almaizar of Hisham Il, found in 1853 in a reliquary in
the Church of Santa Maria de Rivero in San Esteban de Gormaz (Soria); and the Colls fabric—
possibly a banner—found in 1978 under a stone altar in the Church of Puente de Montanana
(Huesca). We do not know how they were acquired or when they were donated to wrap relics,
changing their meaning and function. Banners and flags taken as war trophies were donated
to religious institutions for their symbolic value. Their function was to commemorate the tri-
umph of Christianity over Islam.

Rich fabrics were also reused in the liturgy. The value of textiles favoured their use and reuse,
and restorations were essential. Liturgical vestments became an instrument of ecclesiastical
reform. Since the 11th to the 12th centuries, robes were a sign of dignity. They were made of
rich silks with brilliant colours and gold threads, which fascinated the faithful and the clergy.
Their use brought magnificence to the performance of divine services. The rich ornaments
radiated a visual richness with great resonance in medieval society, because the sensorial
strengthened spirituality. The pontifical robes of Bishop Ramén of Roda de Isdbena, and the
funerary trousseau of Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, Archbishop of Toledo, are significant. In both
cases, their clothing contains Arabic inscriptions with verses about the greatness of God and
blessings of prosperity that were intelligible to polyglots, and they were able to make these
texts a symbolic re-inscription in a Christian key, considering the process of transculturation
to which oriental fabrics were subjected in Christian contexts.
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The use of textiles with epigraphic decoration was an indication of refinement and was part of
the consumption patterns of a minimally Arabized society capable of interpreting simple for-
mulas containing words of good wishes. It is possible that the epigraphy on textiles sold was
intentionally selected. Textiles with inscriptions could have been used with a sense of appro-
priation and vindication. The Nasrid silk motto, “Glory to our Lord the Sultan”, may have been
used by the Nasrids with a dynastic meaning and with the intention of sending legitimizing
messages. However, in very specific cases, such as the pluvial cape of the Constables of Cas-
tile donated to the Constables’ Chapel in Burgos cathedral by its founders, Pedro Fernandez
de Velasco and Mencia de Mendoza, the choice of this textile may have been intentional on
the part of the promoters and a symbol of supremacy over Islam, quite the opposite of what
the Nasrids had intended.

The diverse origins of rich textiles facilitated the development of an aesthetic vocabulary free
from religious meanings. They were part of their collective imagination. Their use was a sign of
respectability, status, and identity, because materiality was valued, and decorative elements
were complementary and adapted to new meanings, eliminating any ethnic or religious as-
sociations. Their aesthetic language was linked to luxury rather than a desire for dominance.
These textiles were integrated, redefining their aesthetic and symbolic value, as an expression
of status.

Textiles participate in a polysemic language. They are used in everyday activities such as
clothing, but they also acquire representative positions as a discriminator of social roles in a
hierarchical society such as the medieval one.



Fig. 1: Fernando Yéfiez de la Aimedina. Saint Ca-
therine of Alexandria. Prado Museum, Madrid.

Fig. 3: Fabric from the reliquary chest of Saint Isidore. Museum of the Royal Collegiate
Church of Saint Isidore, Ledn.
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Fig. 4: Witches’ canopu. Episcopal Museum of Vic, Barcelona.
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Fig. 5: Chasuble of Saint Ramon. Cathedral of Roda de Isédbena, Huesca.
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Fig. 6: Pluvial cape of the Constables of Castille. Chapel of the Constables, Burgos Cathedral.

Fig. 7: Moorish fabric with facing lions. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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