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Abstract

The article addresses the origin, use and exchange of patterns in Himalayan textiles. Ancient designs and patterns travelled
with merchants and pilgrims, covering large distances from Rajasthan and Gujarat in India and ancient Iran to be used,
copied and exchanged in ancient Central Asia and Himalaya. While textiles decompose and we are left with few remains
of ancient times, textile designs and patterns are fully present in paintings on ceilings, walls, beams and sculptures in 11th
century CE temples in Northern India, places with predominantly Tibetan culture. These patterns and designs are still in use
in present-day textile heritage and handicrafts in Himalaya and on the Tibetan plateau, ranging from Ladakh in the west to

Bhutan in the east.
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Introduction

The method of insulating the ceiling with dry grass
and weeds has been used in houses and stables
in Himalaya and on the Tibetan plateau for many
centuries, and a piece of cloth was often attached to
the ceiling to avoid the dripping of dust and particles.
The technique is still used, although less frequently
nowadays. This practice might indicate why ceilings
in 11th century temples and monasteries in the Indian
Himalaya and western Tibet are decorated with
distinctive paintings, which appear to be replicas of
textile designs (fig. 1). This assumption is supported by
close examination of the drawings on beams and wall
paintings, with a focus on motifs and patterns in the
clothing of deities and lay patrons, in addition to dress
patterns on sculptures of deities. The painted ceilings
can also be interpreted as representing textile canopies
or baldachins, which traditionally were placed above
statues of deities as marks of honour and respect. At
the Dambulla cave in Sri Lanka (third century BCE
to first century CE) ceilings are painted with textile
patterns, as are ceilings in the Ajanta caves (second
to sixth century CE) in India. Textiles are perishable,
and we are left with few remains of original ancient
examples. It is, therefore, fortunate that we are able

to observe and study these painted replicas of textile
patterns. It is not the object of this paper to provide a
detailed description of these temple paintings, as they
have been widely investigated elsewhere (Goepper
1996; Klimburg-Salter 1997; van Ham 2014; Jahoda and
Kalantari 2021). This study aims to demonstrate how
patterns and designs from old fabrics travelled from
ancient Iran and Western India, and now, even many
centuries later, are experienced as distinctive markers
of ethnicity and culture, still in use in the Himalayan
areas and on the Tibetan Plateau.

The setting

From a textile point of view this article will use
several extraordinary venues, where textile patterns
and designs are to be experienced as part of exclusive
artistic adornments in the sacred rooms, as case
studies. These include the Alchi temple in Ladakh,
located in Jammu and Kashmir State; the Tabo
monastery in Spiti, Himachal Pradesh, both at remote
provincial locations in Northern India; and Tholing
monastery located at Purang in Guge in present-day
Western Tibet.

These sacred sites share a common past. Tibetan
cultural influence has shaped the uniformity of the
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Fig. 1: Painted canvas cloth with replica textile patterns attached
to the ceiling in Tabo temple (Image: Peter van Ham; to be pub-
lished in Tabo — Gods of Light: The Indo-Tibetan Masterpiece
(revisited) 2024, Hirmer Publishers, Munich)

major population living in Himalaya and on the
Tibetan plateau largely as a result of its determined
adherence to the Buddhist religion. During the period
10th to 12th century CE, Spiti, Lahaul, as well as regions
of Kinnaur, and Tholing at Purang were politically
united and governed under Guge in Western Tibet.
From the 10th century CE onwards Ladakh is regarded
as part of the dominant rule of Western Tibet, and

although Alchi in Western Ladakh was not part of the
political context itself, it nevertheless shared the same
religious and cultural context. During 996 CE, the king
and dynastic leader of Western Tibet, Lama Yeshe
QOd, is said to have initiated the foundation of several
Buddhist religious buildings. This task was thought
to have been given to the translator and builder of
temples, Rinchen Zangpo (958-1055 CE). Through
the 10th to the 11th century Kashmir was one of the
most important centres of Tantric Buddhism, and the
scholar Rinchen Zangpo went to Kashmir to study
Buddhist scriptures. He returned to Guge in 1001-1005
CE bringing with him Buddhist scriptures, as well as
32 Kashmiri artists assigned to decorate the newly
built temples (Goepper 1996, 14; Klimburg-Salter
1997, 24). The period between 11th and 12th century
could be called ‘the Golden Age’ of Western Tibet
with an unsurpassed flourishing of culture, building
of monasteries and translation of Buddhist scriptures.
The intense cultural exchange was initiated by monks
travelling from famous universities in India and
invited to preach Buddhist philosophy in the newly
established academy monasteries of Western Tibet.

In addition, Kashmir sat on an important trade route.
It was a long-distance international trade route with
multiple networks and strategic positions connecting
the plains of India with the Silk Road in Central Asia
and with China via Khotan, where both Chinese and
Iranian cultures infiltrated (Klimburg-Salter 1997, 35).
These trade routes provided conduits for a cultural
exchange between ethnically divergent people. Trade
and religion have always gone hand in hand, and the
many monasteries provided safe sanctuary for rest
while on a hazardous journey.

The production of woven fabrics in ancient Iran was
particularly treasured. These fabrics were beautiful
and delicate with a high aesthetic value, usually made
in fine silk and were very time consuming and labour
intensive in production. With a commodity value
almost like cash, these textiles were important items
of trade and exchange, and travelling pilgrims and
merchants carried many luxury items for trade in the
far East (Heller 2006, 179). Such costly textiles were
naturally only affordable by few people. It was custom
for wealthy people to offer textiles to the temples, and
hence it is reasonable to assume that temple paintings
included replicas of such fabrics.

Tracing the textile

Seen from the outside, the Alchi temple, Tabo
and Tholing monasteries all have a barren and
unimpressive outlook, adapted to the harsh climate
of their respective regions. The sacred inside space,
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however, reveals elaborate interior designs. Here the
sublime beauty and the exceptional details of the
paintings, done by the Kashmiri artists, are striking
to the visitor. Connections between the Kashmiri
sculptural style and the paintings seems likely.
However, with Kashmir being Hindu-Buddhist at
that time, and later under Muslim influence, we are
left with no remains or survival of Kashmiri art in
Kashmir itself, hence there is no historical evidence of
the style (Snellgrove and Skorupski 1977, 8).

Ceiling paintings in temples and monasteries built
after 12th to 13th century CE in Tibetan cultural
areas are usually decorated with cosmic mandalas
or other variations of Buddhist motifs. But earlier
temples and monasteries such as Alchi, Tabo and
Tholing, have painted ceilings showing designs of
textiles with coloured stripes, geometric patterns,
flower ornaments, animals and people (Goepper 1996,
225-264; Klimburg-Salter 1997, 184; van Ham 2014,
153). These patterns should not be understood to be
an expression of the artists’ imagination, but rather
as replicas of textiles woven during the Sassanian
period in and around Eastern-Iran (224-651 CE) and
of printed and dyed textiles patterns originating from
ancient Rajasthan and Gujarat in India.

There are various methods and tools to date and
classify an ancient textile, both chronologically and
geographically. Most methods of identification require
an examination of the textile, such as an analysis of
the weaving and spinning techniques, dye analysis,
and observation of structure and material. Dating
can be achieved using carbon-14 methods, and by
decoding eventual inscriptions found on the textiles.
Style and iconographic content, and information on
the site of provenance from oral and written sources
are also very important. However, not having the
textile to hand, a reliable classification is limited and
relies on a comparative analysis of style and context.
This, of course, is less certain and might lead to risky
speculations, but it is not entirely implausible.

The richness of Persian textiles has been attested in
the writings of the Chinese pilgrim, Xuanzang (602-
664 CE), who travelled to India and Iran during the
seventh century (629-645 CE) (Pope and Ackerman
1981, 691). While the paintings of lay patrons seen on
the walls in Alchi depict them wearing local dress,
the clothing of the deities and divinities is clearly not
(Alkazi 1983). The three four-meter-high statues of
male divinities (Avalokitesvara, Maitreya, Mafnjusrt)
on the ground floor at the Sumtsek building in Alchi
are dressed in dhotis (a loose cloth wrapped around the
body from the waist down) covered with decorations
and detailed narrative paintings. The style of such

Fig. 2: Wall painting in Tabo temple showing a deity dressed in
a dhoti dress. These textile designs are still in use today (Image:
Peter van Ham; to be published in Tabo — Gods of Light: The Indo-
Tibetan Masterpiece (revisited) 2024, Hirmer Publishers, Munich)

textile motifs on dhotis and baggy pants are also seen
on the rock relief complex of Tag-i Bostan in present-
day Kermanshah in Iran, carved during the Sassanid
period around fourth century CE (Ettinghausen 1972,
694; Manson 1981, 120; Canepa 2014, 5).

Female deities on wall paintings are dressed in an
Indian choli (upper breast garment) with large and
partly visible breasts, wearing dhoti and long scarfs,
a style reminiscent of Parthian and Sassanian times.
(fig. 2). The swastika is a frequently used motif, also
seen in early Parthian times (Pope and Ackerman
1981, 683-99). We see paintings of the characteristic
Sassanian pearled roundels with mirror positioned
birds or other animals, as well as hunting scenes.
Ceiling paintings of floral designs with the four-petal
flower and red-headed geese (hamsa) appear as a
clear copy of block printed resist and mordant dyed
textiles from Gujarat as evident from the Gupta period
(320-600 CE) (Shah 2005, 8). Other motifs resemble the
ancient Patola cloth made in double-ikat technique
known from Gujarat. Patola cloths have designs of
parrots, flowers, elephants, and dancing figures,
which are also seen in Ajanta cave paintings (Biihler
and Fischer 1979). Many of the simpler patterns on
the Alchi and Tabo ceilings shown a strong relation

100 Archaeological Textiles Review No. 65

ATR_65_gesamt.indb 100

21.12.2023 09:09:36




Articles

to textiles in tie-dye (bandhej) technique, embellished
for garments or as a drape, commonly known to be
made in Rajasthan and Gujarat, and such bandhej
patterns are also seen on wall paintings in cave no. 1.
at Ajanta (460-478 CE) (Edwards 2011, 21). Another
wall painting shows the presence of Sassanid culture,
where a visiting foreigner, a Sassanid man, is drinking
wine (Heller 2006, 179). A frieze of characteristic
Sassanian style motifs with a lion in pearled roundels
is seen in an Ajanta cave (second to sixth century CE)
(Pope and Ackerman 1981, 703).

Sassanian weave

Several Sassanian textiles are preserved in European
church treasuries and at archaeological sites in Egypt
and Central Asia, and these provide an opportunity for

technical analyses (Ettinghausen 1972, 32-33; Becker
and Wagner 2014, 85; Yamanaka Kondo et al. 2022). By
closely examining an original piece of the textile, we
can determine the technique and the tools required to
create it, and the Danish hand weaver, John Becker, has
successfully experimented and reconstructed ancient
Asian weaving techniques (Becker and Wagner 2014).
Often made in fine silks, Sassanian textiles are
woven in an advanced technique known as samite
or samitum (fig. 3). Samite weaving created in a
‘weft-faced compound twill weave’ technique with a
predominantly visible weft thread. It was probably
developed and already in use by the first century CE in
ancient Iran (Becker 2014, 111) (fig 4). It is an advanced
technique, and it stands in contrast to the ‘warp-faced
compound plain weave” where the weft thread is not

Fig. 3: Fragment of a samite woven textile. Silk. Size, height: 32,5 cm and width: 38, 5 cm. Central Asia, eight to ninth century. The David
Collection, no. 10/1996 (Image: Pernille Klemp)

ATR_65_gesamt.indb 101

Archaeological Textiles Review No. 65

21.12.2023 09:09:36



Articles

A
B !e@ @ eeam!m ] “;“!“ o “;“!O@ aﬂ;“!“ 2 “;“!“ L ]

bindekzede

N / \

grundkeaede

/

A: skud i bundfarven
B: skud 1 figurfarven

Fig. 4: Schematic illustration of a weft faced samite weave. More complicated patterns can be made by multiplying the main warp and
using multiple weft inlay. Black: binding warp. Grey: main warp. A: weft main colour. B: weft pattern colour (Image: Joy Boutrup)

visible on the surface of the fabric (Geijer 1972, 73).
The technique was used to make geometric patterns,
figures of animals or persons. The Alchi and Tabo
ceilings with painted replicas of Sassanian weavings
have patterns in geometric forms of crosses, dots and
flower petals, circles and lines in dominant colours
of red, blue and white, with birds and other animals.
The very characteristic Sassanian pearl roundels with
composite motifs, often with symmetrically placed
animals, flowers and hunting scenes, are all woven
in this technique, using z-twisted yarn (Geijer 1963;
Becker and Wagner 2014, 111; Zhao Feng 2014, 53).

It is possible to weave complicated patterns, limited
to geometric figures, on a treadle-shaft loom with
minimum of 4 to 9 shafts, or preferably 12 shafts, but to
make such a pattern, the weaver has to painstakingly
pick up the warp threads with the fingers or a stick.
A repeated pattern makes it easier for the weaver,
and if the fabric has a consistent pattern, ‘a comber
pattern repeat’, often shown in a mirror image pattern,
symmetric in the direction of the warp, it is usually
an indication that the fabric is woven on a draw loom
(Geijer 1972, 126). In Persia a very distinctive ‘cross-
harness draw loom’ was used. It is not possible to
know the exact model of the original draw loom, and
the loom may have undergone some development
and adjustment over time (Buckley 2022, 104). The
Persian cross-harness draw loom makes it possible to
weave textiles with complex patterns that could not be
created on the earlier looms. The technical difference
between a draw loom and a simple treadle-shaft

loom is significant. A simple treadle-shaft loom has
one warp. A draw loom has two warps, a binding
warp and a main warp. The main warp is operated
with the assistance of a “draw-boy’, who works with
the harness picking the warp threads that have to be
drawn to make the desired pattern (Bernsted 1993,
67; Becker and Wagner 2014, 315). The North Indian
cross-harness draw loom can still be observed in
contemporary weaving workshops in Varanasi, the
old city of traditional brocade weaving in India.

Commodity trade

Artistic  styles, patterns and motifs become
cosmopolitan as people move. Merchants, pilgrims,
and scholars travelled, covering large distances
from India to the far East via the Silk Road, and
textiles moved through commerce and cross-cultural
interaction and exchange. This movement and
interaction often make it impossible to identify the
actual origin of a commodity, raising questions of how
to identify an original, a copy, a strong influence or a
fully adapted (foreign) textile design?

Chinese patterned jin-silk fabric, originating in the
Shang and Zhou period (circa 1600-256 BCE), has
changed in weaving technique and style over time.
During this earlier period, a ‘warp-faced compound
tabby weave’ technique was used, made of two warps,
a binding warp and a main warp, usually in two
separate colours, and woven with one weft, which is
invisible on both sides of the fabric (Geijer 1972, 73).
These early fabrics differ from more exquisite fabrics
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made later in the Han (206 BCE-220 CE) and early
Tang dynasty style (618-907 CE). By the sixth to eight
centuries CE, we see motifs of circular borders of
white dots resembling pearls with various themes in
the centre, such animals, persons or plants, still done
in a ‘warp-faced compound tabby weave’. A ‘weft-
faced compound weave’ only appears in China by the
eighth to ninth centuries CE (Kuhn 2012, 42).

It might be tempting to consider the ceiling paintings
which replicate textile patterns in Alchi and Tabo
monasteries to be a reflection of influence from Chinese
Tang culture. However, as the more complex technique
of “weft-faced compound weave’ originated in ancient
Sassanian textiles (Becker and Wagner 2014, 83), the
counter argument that influence from countries to the
west, including the very popular Sassanian motifs and
technique, became an inspiration to be copied during
Tang period in China, has been made (Kuhn 2012, 33;
Canepa 2014, 11; Zhao Feng 2014, 53).

With the decline of the Sassanian period, refugees
including skilled weavers and artisans are said to have
travelled to Gujarat and to the capital of the then Tang
dynasty, the city of Chang’an (present day Xi’an) in
China (Grigg 1979, 121). Weavers brought their skills
with them and passed them on to other craftspeople
in these places. The Tang dynasty rulers had strong
connections to the Tibetans who, during that period,
were in control of large areas on the Tibetan plateau,
and evidently a large exchange took place on various
levels.

Fig. 5: Wollen Nambu fabric with painted tig-ma crosses (Image:
Ellen Bangsbo)
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Pieces of textile travelled far and wide in both
directions along the Silk Road, and Sassanian designs
were adopted into Tibet and the far East (Heller
2006). Long after the decline of the Sassanian empire,
the characteristic woven pearl roundels remained
a primary source of inspiration and vogue for silk
weavers as far as Spain and Denmark, Byzantium and
China, and even as far as Japan (Grigg 1979, 124; Kuhn
2012, 30; Hedeager Krag 2018, 57). Pearl-bordered
roundel motifs are also found on coins, and the pearl
roundels even appear to have a royal divine association
in both sacred and secular imagery (Ettinghausen 1972,
38-39). Textiles with pearled roundels assumed to be
Tang dynasty have been excavated from the tomb of
Astana, Turfan, Xinjiang. And while this seemed to be
a ‘pure’ Tang (618-907 CE) design is it argued by some
scholars that the patterns are a refined and inspired
copy of Sassanian style textiles (Grigg 1979, 123; Kuhn
2012, 30). Chinese style brocades with motifs of floral
medallions with a central flower of peony or lotus
circled by rings of flowers were widely exported and
spread throughout East Asia and the Tibetan plateau.
These present-day brocades are recognised as a full
adaptation of the distinctive Sassanian pearl roundels.

Contemporary use

Sassanid art can be credited with motifs that are still
highly favoured and in use today. Certain motifs of
flowers and circles may evidently appear common
worldwide, but the distinctiveness of characteristic
Sassanian motifs is unmistaken. As noticed by
the author of this article on multiple trips to the
Himalayan regions and the Tibetan Plateau between
1979 and 2019, there are numerous examples of such
resemblance with contemporary art and cultural
motifs to be seen, but some common examples deserve
to be mentioned.

Samite fabric was often woven in silk and was a luxury
item reserved for the elite. Such fabulous fabrics did
not gain common ground in Himalaya and on the
Tibetan plateau, and neither did advanced weaving
techniques. The needs and necessities of daily life
set the agenda. With a cold climate and sheep in the
household, evidently wool was the preferred material.
Here, a simple treadle loom was sufficient and easy to
use. Whenever domestic tasks permitted it, a farmer,
nomad or noble person, man or women, would sit
down and weave for shorter or longer periods of time.
Tabby and 2/2 twill weavings became prevalent, while
satin weave was not used. Tabby and twill weave is
the simplest and oldest of all weaving techniques, and
with these techniques a large variety of patterns can be
made, such as herringbone and diamond.
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Fig. 6: Woven Kira in cotton with pattern named montha from
Paro in Western Bhutan (Image: Ellen Bangsbo)

Woven in a tight weft-faced tabby on a treadle loom,
the local sherma fabric is 20-30 cm wide and the warp
is set to be 10 to 15 metres long. The warp is cotton,
and the wool weft is strongly beaten together even to
some extent being water and wind proof. The weft is
woven in various coloured stripes, where style and
colour traditionally indicated regional belonging.
Three to four pieces of sherma fabric sewn together
in a non-symmetric style makes a Tibetan apron
(pangden), which traditionally indicated the user to
be a married woman. Sherma was previously always
handwoven with organic dyed yarn, but today the
wool might be mixed with synthetic yarn, and
machine woven aprons in synthetic fibre are sold
in many shops (Bangsbo 2023). The pangden style
indicates a resemblance to the striped patterns in
the ancient temple ceiling paintings. Similar styles
of striped patterns can also be seen in flatwoven
textiles ‘Gelims” woven by Hezar-jerib weavers in
Mazandaran in present-day Northern Iran, and here
the fabric is used for carpets, blankets and clothing.
In addition, these designs of striped patterns

simultaneously appear on the fagades of the local
houses (Tanavoli 2011).

Plain nambu fabric is identical to sherma fabric, but is
woven with white wool and later dyed. When dyed
in maroon colour, it is used for robes for the clergy.
Often nambu is tie-dyed with dots and circles, as seen
in the Gujarat bandhej, although this is not so common
in Bhutan. Block print on top of or next to the tie-dye
may be added with motifs of swastika (sun-wheel)
(yungdrung), and crosses (tig-ma). Printed crosses on
nambu fabric are used in all regions, and in Bhutan are
called hothra jalo (fig. 5) (Myers et al. 1994, 140; Altman
2016, 79, 259). In Ladakh narrow strips printed with
crosses are used for a sash. The use of dyed or printed
nambu fabric is extensive: for horse saddle carpets,
to strengthen and decorate the edges of a chupa (the
national dress), for boots, and door curtains. A large
number of patterns in Tibetan textiles featuring
crosses, dots and flower petals, circles and lines in
prevailing colours of red, blue and white point back
to 10th to 11th century temples, where such patterns
can be seen on a deity’s dhoti, on banners, cushions,
scarfs and other clothing on statues and wall paintings
(Goepper 1996, 81, 88; van Ham 2014, 78, 170).

The national dress for women in Bhutan is called a
kira, which is a rectangular piece of woven fabric (circa
240 cm x 110 cm). This kira pattern (fig. 6) is referred
to as characteristic for the Paro area in Western Bhutan
and is regarded as old and indigenous by Bhutanese
people. It is named montha, a warp-striped ground
with supplementary warp-pattern bands, which
means that the pattern is a mirror image on the reverse
side (Myers et al. 1994, 172-174; Altman 2016, 259).

Fig. 7: Tibetan carpet in wool with a Tibetan secular design, which
is a copy of tie-dye with crosses and white pearl border (year
2010, size 70 x 130 cm) (Image: Ellen Bangsbo)
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Fig. 8: Labrang monastery in Amdo, Gansu 2007. Pearl borders as part of the architecture is widely used on roofs of monasteries and

temples (Image: Ellen Bangsbo)

The style of the montha cross-woven pattern is very
common in Bhutan, and this characteristic pattern
can also be seen on paintings in ancient temples in
the dress patterns of the dhoti cloth on sculptures and
female deities (van Ham 2014, 80) (see fig. 2). Many
houses in Bhutan are decorated in a similar style on
the facades and inside walls with flower petals and
stylised crosses.

Conclusion

Byzantine art coincided with Sassanian art for nearly
300 years (328 to 651 CE) and gave room for inspiration,
change and reinterpretation. Likewise, Sassanian
art may well have included borrowings from the
Syrian period. Sassanian motifs are known to have
had a long-term influence on the art of neighbouring
regions, and some of these popular patterns have
shown a remarkable and persistent ability to remain
in common use.

The weaving of luxury silk fabrics in the advanced
samite technique was never established in the Tibetan
cultural areas, but the motifs and patterns of samite
were. It is evident that the importation of fine silk
fabrics into Tibetan cultural areas has left a clearly
visible footprint on Tibetan arts and handicrafts. This
also applies to carpet designs. Sassanian pearl roundels
may have provided an inspiration for the white pearl

border line ‘a garland of shell’ (dung threng), which
is very common in Tibetan carpets and is used to
separate the inner design and the outer borders
(Kuley 1982, 45, 74-84) (fig. 7). Although many carpet
designs appear to have a Chinese influence, it should
be remembered that Chinese design was likewise
influenced by designs from other countries. The pearl
border is commonly used as decoration on kitchen
walls and is seen as a spectacular border on the main
roof of Buddhist monasteries (fig. 8).

The examples of local textiles mentioned here can be
seen and experienced in regions of Ladakh in the west
to regions of Bhutan in the east, as well as on the vast
Tibetan Plateau. Many motifs and patterns are clearly
traceable and influenced from ancient temple paintings
which have roots in arts and handicrafts deriving
from ancient Persia and Eastern India. However,
these designs and patterns are nevertheless widely
perceived as being distinctive local cultural markers
of people and regions. What is striking to the visitor,
is that local people unanimously regard these motifs
and designs to be ‘theirs’. When asked, they claim:
‘oh, this pattern is especially Ladakhi (or Bhutanese
or Tibetan) and has been so for as long as any can
remember.” Agents of trade and cultural transmission
and interaction have played an important role in the
movement of ancient motifs and designs, supported
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by local preferences and daily use. To name actual
ownership is problematic. A solid choice would rather
be to rejoice in a common shared heritage.
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