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The Hebrew word for silk, meshi 1 
and there is a possibility that the item to which it referred was made of  
local wild silk. Although Jewish historical sources from the Roman and 

th th centuries 
2 A 

400 CE when it underwent a period of  prosperity related to the advent 
of  Christianity and pilgrimage, which enabled the purchase of  imported 

in the Edom Mountains of  modern Jordan, and the mercantile outlets on 

Mulham textiles — silk warp with hidden 

in Egypt. Mulham is mentioned in literary sources of  the ninth century in

1 Ezekiel 16,10; 16,13.
2 

 



present aspects of  the origin, transmission, and exchange of  these textiles.

Keywords Mulham, Coral Island, Cave 38, Israel.

Introduction

were imported, and reconstructs their cultural connections.  In this paper, we compare their 

between fabrics from the various sites, and explain these patterns. Whenever possible, we 

In the following paragraphs, the silk textiles of  eight sites from Israel and its immediate 
surroundings are introduced. 

Although only a few artifacts are intact, we can usually deduce their use through comparisons 
to the written sources, to ethnoarchaeology, and to intact specimens from Egypt. The silk 

Their technical details include material, size, 

The main materials that are common 

and goat hair, in contrast to silk, which is rare.3 

their new owners. Unlike pottery, textile production rarely leaves diagnostic debris in the 

the written sources; and via other artifacts in the archaeological context, which relate to 
production, such as spindle whorls. Regarding 
take extreme caution. Textiles are rarely preserved except under special climatic conditions or 
in a microenvironment, which allows normally perishable organic materials to survive. The 

3 Functions, Uses and Reuses of  Silk Textiles in the Land of  Israel and a Seventh Century 
CE Textile Decorated with Silk Threads Wrapped with Silver Strips

Medieval Silk Textiles in the Land of  Israel
Medieval silk textiles from excavations in the land of  Israel

Trade and Transfer: Early Medieval Textiles from excavations in Israel 
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according to their periods and the sites in which they were discovered.

were established in the Negev including Nessana and Avdat. 
sites:

 a. Nessana 

its acropolis.4 Monks’ tombs at Nessana yielded three undyed linen textiles with silk bands. 
One of  them has silk embroidery with a double running stitch creating two birds in the 

These textiles were probably produced in Egypt. In Egypt, linen textiles 
were decorated with wool or in rarer cases – in silk.

layers. The head is made of  painted ivory, the body is covered with linen textiles with some 
remains of  silk.6 

7 

were found in Egypt.8

9   
In the course of  excavations conducted in 1993 at Nessana, four small silk fragments in 

10 Repeating roundels were produced throughout 

4 Ornit Ilan, Image and Artifact: Treasures of  the Rockefeller Museum. (Jerusalem: 
 Textiles

6 Ilan, Image and Artifact: Treasures of  the Rockefeller Museum,
7 

8 

9  Egypt, 311.
10 Avigail Textiles from Nessana
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from China to the Mediterranean in silk artifacts and depictions of  silk clothing.11

found in a building which was a small commercial center at Avdat, in the Negev Desert of  

resembles a group of  decorated silk tunics found at Akhim12 and Antinoë in Egypt.13 It 

ranging from the second half  of  the sixth century to the middle of  the seventh century CE.14 
This piece serves as an important benchmark to show the high degree of  weaving skills in the 

The Early Islamic Period 

situation was the fact that the nomadic tribes, which for many generations had been kept at 
a distance from the cultivated lands and their cultures by the rulers of  those lands, were now 
spearheading into these lands and becoming their masters. A new society was born. While 

Caliphate.16 
period were marked by the increased changes in urban structures and the confrontation of  
new cultural and religious challenges.17

11 James Trilling  M 

12 Symbols of  Power: Luxury Textiles from Islamic Lands, 7th–21st Century (

13 Catalogue of  Textiles from Burying-Grounds in Egypt. Vol. III. Coptic Period

14 
 

16 A History of  Palestine, 634-1099
17 The Byzantine-Islamic Transition in Palestine an Archaeological Approach (Oxford: Oxford University 

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 7, No. 1, June 202256



Nahal ‘Omer 

Nahal Omer, he wrote18:  

If  you have never heard of  Nahal Omer you need not be dismayed by your ignorance. 

Crescent in that it offers a very good environment for the preservation of  organic 

that the inhabitants in the early Islamic period possessed a wide range of  woven and 
dyed textiles including local manufacture but also, in all probability, imports from India 
or south Arabia. Nahal Omer, in fact, presents evidence of  the penetration of  the 

Indeed, silk textiles and cotton and silks ikats found at the site are prime candidates for the 
textile trade.

western edge of  the `Aravah with a spring nearby. It appears to have been a farming village 

routes to India as well as to Mesopotamia, Central Asia, and from there all the way to China. 
The caravans carried a variety of  trade goods as well as spices, which were a major economic 

by pilgrims headed for Mecca. This route had existed earlier during the Nabataean period 

preserved organic materials. Most of  the textile material was discovered in middens (waste 

discovered. A few textiles were recovered from the remaining ruins of  the buildings. The 

The small number of  textiles and other artifacts found at the site, including simple and 
poor ceramic vessels, indicate that it was only used for a limited period corresponding to 
the Early Islamic period. It had been abandoned by its inhabitants when the route changed 

provided caravans with shelter, limited water, fodder, and other amenities, offering a welcome 
relief  from the dangers of  the caravans’ roads.

18 Unpublished. Personal communication.
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wool, hair, and silk. 

characteristics like ikat suggest that some of  these 
fabrics arrived from East Asia and India. The cotton ikat textiles from this site represent the 

The diversity and abundance of  the textile collection from Nahal Omer, compared with 

brocading weft threads which create diagonal motifs.19 

20 In the 

CE.21   

Table 1. Nahal Omer textile materials

Material No.
Cotton
Wool   60

  31
    3
    3 

Wool and Cotton     1

 

19 
20 Ikat Batik Plangi

21 
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Omer has revealed that they all contain a dense accumulation of  organic remains. Initial 

for the preservation of  the textiles and various food remains, including numerous plant seeds 

West and the leftovers of  the caravan subsistence economy, providing valuable insights into 
the everyday life of  the ancient traders. Most importantly, they offer insights into the diversity 

22 

23 that disintegrated. Each band consists 
24

for political and religious elites.

thus representing an accumulation of  objects discarded over years of  habitation.26 A few 

22 

at the western edge of  the vibrant ancient land 
routes in the Negev Desert of  southern Israel.  

23 
Development.” In Traditional Textile Craft – An Intangible Cultural Heritage? edited by Camilla Ebert, Mary 

24 
 

26 
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27 28 29 but they don’t feature silk textiles.  

The Crusader Period

Caesarea 

A Christian grave under the pavement of  the Crusader cathedral in Caesarea was excavated 

iron nails, where small remains of  textiles were discovered ( . The fragments consisted 
of  several layers, one on top of  the other, carbonized and very fragile. They were interpreted 

gilded threads like those of  the tablet woven band. The use of  splendid silks in burials was 

Europe. In both cases, they would have been buried in the cathedral. As the Caesarea band 

be assumed that it was produced there.30

The Medieval Period

Cave 38

above Jericho 
They were dated to the early 9th to late 13th centuries, based on radiocarbon analysis of  
the fragments along with coins and the typology of  pottery and glass from the cave. The 

related artifacts, together with the character of  the fragments which will be discussed shortly, 
indicates that they were collected and stored in the cave and that no textile production 
or textile repairs were conducted there. The context was thus interpreted as storage. One 
possible interpretation is that rag collectors or merchants gathered these fragments for the 

27 
28 
29 
30 

Archaeological Textiles Newsletter 
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the usage of  waste from local cotton manufacturing and other textile materials.31

and the route of  the India trade. The manuscripts are of  every conceivable sort, ranging from 

of  divorce, and last wills and testaments.32

33 
A total of  768 fragments were found at Cave 38 and analyzed.34 The textiles are torn, cut, 

and patched and many have been reused, sometimes more than once. Many are composed 
of  several different textiles, or several pieces of  the same materials, stitched together. Others 

silk fabrics. It can be assumed that most of  these fragments were originally parts of  clothing, 
such as tunics, and that later their decorations were cut in order to decorate other garments. 

The textiles from Cave 38 are made of  cotton, linen, silk, wool, goat hair, and mixed 

soumak  Nine linen textiles are 
decorated with colored silk tapestry bands of  brown, beige, gold, red, green, black, blue, and 

and in several cases include birds, animals, or an Arabic inscription. Textiles woven in tabby 

31 The History of  the Paper Industry in Al-Sham in the Middle Ages in Towns and Material 

32 Textile History
33 

From a Sacred Source: Genizah Studies in Honour of  
Professor Stefan C. Reif, 

34 
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weave formed by a main warp and a main weft.36

In the cartouches, pairs of  birds face each other, between them there is a branch with leaves 

as the drawloom, which allows for mechanized pattern weaving. The complex nature of  
drawloom technology encouraged mirroring and repetition. The drawloom also encouraged 
symmetry since the loom created identical and/or mirroring areas of  cloth.37 It is a horizontal 

in an order necessary to form the desired pattern.38 Drawlooms owe their existence to a long 
evolution that includes developments in China, Central Asia, northern India, the Middle 
East, and later in Europe. On the other hand, there is no rigid relationship between the 
woven structure and the loom type.39 The same textile could have been made either on highly 
sophisticated looms or on simple ones with higher labor investment.40 
have been discovered in Egypt41 42 

already producing such textiles.43 A few have been found in excavations near Rayy in Iran 
44

36 Warp and Weft: A Textile Terminology
37 Arielle

of  Modern Collecting.” 
38 Agnes A History of  Textile Art

A World of  Looms: Weaving Technology and Textile Arts in China and beyond,

pattern device” 
39 A World of  Looms: Weaving Technology and Textile Arts in China 

and beyond,

40 
Evidence.” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies

41 Antinoë:  2013; ; Thomas 2017 Akhmim: Thomas 
2017:61, 64.

42 
43 

ammad Mittelalterliche Textilen I

44 
Analysis.” Ars Orientalis
and Culture 
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Wadi Murabba’at

discovery of  documents by locals. The artifacts recovered in the caves were dated from the 

 Of  importance are four linen textiles decorated with 
silk. These are assumed to have originated in Egypt.46 One blue linen textile, a part of  a tunic, 
is decorated with a silk tapestry band in yellow, brown, light blue, blue, and cream. Another 

. The vast majority of  
the Mamluk embroideries were products of  home industries and their decoration followed 
the embroiderer’s taste and skill.47

The Coral Island

th century CE as protection against 
Crusader raids.48 passed along the shore, the 

49

fragments and seven hundred pieces of  cordage. Most of  the textiles were discovered in 

 
46 

47 The Hidden Life of  
Textiles in the Medieval and Early Modern Mediterranean: Contexts and Cross-Cultural Encounters in the Islamic, Latinate 
and Eastern Christian Worlds, edited by Nikolaos Vryzidis, (

48 
49 Denys Pringle The Crusades: An Encyclopedia 1, edited by Alan V. Murray (
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recovered from structures. As there are no signs of  a sudden destruction of  the buildings, 
it can be assumed that the inhabitants deserted the island, taking their garments and other 
valuable textiles with them and abandoning only used mats, baskets, and cordage fragments. 

of  materials: cotton, linen, wool, silk, and silk with cotton. Most of  them were parts of  

red tabbies. One, which is sewn to a plain cotton fabric, has alternating multicolored stripes. 

strip, a multicolored compound tabby. One small fragment is of  an embroidered silk damask. 

mulham. The silk warp has colored stripes while the weft is either 
undyed or light blue. One mulham 

 mulham tunic, 
 

This relatively large number of  mulham 
 Edfu .  

from the thirteenth 
and early fourteenth century at the time of  the Mamluk reign in Egypt. It is uncertain why 
the harbour lost its importance after that period.  A number of  materials of  this kind were 

 and Rayy in Iran.  
perhaps utilized in order to avoid regulations for men on pure silk.

expensive than cotton or linen. 
mulham

spread through the Islamic world.  According to sources from the 10th and 11th centuries, 

 
 In Meinarti III – The Late and Terminal Christian Phases

International Series 814
 British 
Museum Studies in Ancient Egypt and Sudan

 Mackie, 1989.
 In Proceeding of  the Archaeological 
Textiles Meeting 1989

 Iran
 Jane Merritt, Archaeological textiles excavated at Rayy.” 
 Muhammad Abdelaziz Marzouk, History of  the Textile Industry in Alexandria 331 B.C.-1217 A.D (Alexandria: 

 Oxford University 

Cotton in Mediaeval Textiles of  the Near East
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60 Additionally, The Book of  Gifts and Rarities – an 
important record of  the material culture of  textiles and other objects, compiled in the late 

 

mention textile gifts, mainly of  silk, its various types, names, and origins, including mulham.61

Discussion, Summary, and Conclusions

that they traded, used, and discarded. The connection between the Early Islamic period local 

can shed light on the importance of  these sites and the differences among them. The most 

found in four out of  nine Medieval sites and in two of  them, mulham textiles of  cotton and 

contribution of  textiles to the archaeological and historical studies of  ancient trade.
In contrast to earlier periods, the medieval sites in Israel yielded a variety of  textiles but 

no spinning and weaving implements were preserved. The provenance of  textiles suggested 
by a comparison to parallels from other regions and from the area in earlier periods points 
to diverse origins. As we showed and will emphasize in this section, the main elements to 
identify provenance are material, spin direction, the complexity of  weaving, decoration, dye 

62 We have 

63 Printed silks, which were 
found at Cave 38, have been found at archaeological sites in China from the end of  the 3rd 

64 However, one must not attribute silk remains in Israel 

Ars Islamica

 
, 

60 Cathedra 
 

61 

62 
63 
64 
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to China, as both archaeological and textual evidence point to production centers elsewhere, 

in the 10th and 11th centuries CE.66

they were once expensive luxury silks affordable only to the upper classes. In parallel, linen 
textiles decorated with colored silk tapestry are believed to have originated in Egypt, whereas 
silk warps and cotton hidden wefts (mulham

soumak  
Minor.67 The silk textiles from the site with compound weaves are thought to be from 
different areas (e.g  

– 68 69 the northern Judean Desert caves,70 and Mezad 
71 which means that silk was still expensive. 

provenances. The blue dyeings were produced with the vat dye indigotin, which may be 

indigotin producing plants.72 Current analytical methods cannot determine the botanical 
provenance of  dyeings that contain the indigotin dye. Either woad or indigo could have been 
used.73 According to historical texts, the indigotin plant was extensively cultivated locally 
around Jericho in the 7th century.74 
and yellow hues. In general, it can be said that the red comes from local madder root (Rubia 
tinctoria  While the yellow color could be produced from different plants that grow wild. 
The yellow dye source does not correlate with any of  the known dyestuffs and has not yet 

 Hubner, 2016; King, 1987; Otavski and 
66 Anna Muthesius, Byzantine Silk Weaving AD 400 to 1200 AD
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 Natural Dyes, Sources, Tradition, Technology and Science
73 

Plos One 

74 
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76

is not complete yet. 
In general, the origin of  silk is a complete mystery unless it is labeled, for not only was it 

as an alternative currency.77  is a 
region of  minor importance to which there was no direct connection. There might possibly 

they presented Temple offerings and celebrated the festivities of  pilgrimage.78 In view of  the 
79 and Halabiyeh (610 CE 

80 81  
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81 
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Omer site and 
other sites from the Early Islamic period in 

the Negev and Arava region
silk with a double running stitch creating two 
birds in the branches of  a symmetrical tree.

silk tapestry.
red stripes.
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with linen textiles with some remains of  silk.
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dawn of  the Islamic period. 
Nahal Omer, pure silk textile, in 

brocading weft threads which create diagonal 
motifs.

Nahal Omer, silk ikat. Nahal Omer, silk textile from the new 
excavations.
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En Marzev, the site. En Marzev, white cotton decorated 

with silver strips.

Caesarea, silk textiles. Cave 38, Map near Jericho.
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Cave 38, photo. Cave 38, pure silk, blue geometric 
motifs printed on ivory background.

Cave 38, pure silk, soumak .
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silk tapestry; repeating pattern of  swimming 
Cave 38, linen decorated with silk tapestry, 

high letters are topped with stylized bird heads on a 

tabby, blue. tabby, red.
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Cave 38.
and traces of  red silk.

silk tapestry in brown and red and a scroll with 
curling leaves.

brown silk embroidery.
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Coral Island, mulham textile decorated 
with a delicate silk tapestry band.

Coral Island, a sleeve of  a delicate 
mulham tunic.
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