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A quick word from the researcher
During my studies of the Middle East I created my blog, where I posted whatever item that 
interested me. This included publicising other Scadian’s research and blogs and have made 
friends and learnt much.

In more recent times I had focussed on Mamluk ruled Egypt, which covered the 13th to 16th 
centuries. There has been much that had kept me busy but no Empire or country can be 
studied as a single entity. They were as influenced by their times and neighbours as we are 
today. So I have forayed into researching a little of the Ottoman and Persian Empires.

So much information can be found! However, I had become curious about the Persian cloud 
collar. Having studied how embroidery was used to decorate Egyptian clothes, I could not 
help but wonder about how the Persian did it too. 

So I put aside my Egyptian research (not completely!) and started on Persian cloud collars. 
For this I must thank all other Scadians that have researched before me- your research was 
my base from which I could start from. Please check out the bibliography at the end for a full 
listing.

I must also thank my husband for drawing up for me what I requested. He has the ability to 
draw what I struggled with. 

Having hit upon the hurdle of very few extant pieces, I have studied what I could but started 
grabbing pictures of cloud collars from Timurid and Safavid Persia.

However to know why the Persian embroidered the collars, the history of the collar itself 
must be followed. For that, the history starts in China.
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The history of the Persian cloud collar started centuries before spreading to the Middle East. 
The first cloud collar motifs were seen in China in the 3rd and 4th century B.C.E.1. The 
symbolism is cosmic- similar in design to the Buddhist “sun door”2 and “four directions” 
which is the whole world, in miniature3. 

The Chinese started using the cloud collar motif was used on clothing by the Sung Dynasty4 
960-1279 C.E.). It is thought that the 13th century Mongols adopted using the cloud collar on 
their clothes at that point, while the usage in China petered out. From there, the collar was 
worn where the Mongols went.

While the cloud collar has shown up in murals of Uighur Turks, Japanese carvings and Seljuk 
Turk reliefs5 they also appeared in Timurid illuminations. The Timurids were Mongol Turks 
that ruled Persia, and large parts of central Asia. These collars were woven or embroidered 
straight onto their coats6. However, it is thought that the cosmic symbolism had been lost by 
that time and more likely replaced by magical symbolism7

The use of the cloud collar in Persia starts from the early 15th century and ends at the late 
16th century. The fashion of cloud collars had been taken over by the Safavid Dynasty, which 
ruled onwards from 1501 C.E.

Since the design can trace its origin from China to Persia, it is Chinese Embroidery that 
influences how the collars were done8. The designs were of animals, foliage in a geometric 
scroll pattern and mythical creatures such as Chinese dragons, simurghs and Peris. The 
stitches described are couched metal threads and darning stitch in heavily twisted silk9. Other 
stitches such as darning stitch with a chevron texture, chain stitch and tent stitch were done 
from the 17th century onwards10.

Some of this information is contradicted in another research book, which says that early 
Persian embroideries (meaning Safavid) were worked chiefly in darning stitch with a few 
examples of cross stitch and tent stitch11. There are more contradictions in another book, 
which has plates describing embroidery done in darning, surface darning, pulled stitches and 
double running with fine twisted silks12.

1 S. Cammann, “The symbolism of the cloud collar motif”. Page 1, The Art Bulletin, Vol. 33, no.1 (March 
1951). JStor article- http://www.jstor.org/stable/3047324

2 Ibid, page 3.
3 Ibid, page 4.
4 Ibid, page 5.
5 Ibid, page 6.
6 Ibid, page 7.
7 Ibid, page 9.
8 P. Ackerman, “A Survey of Persian Art”, 1939. Vol. V- Textiles. Page 2157.
9 Ibid, page 2158.
10 Ibid, page 2159-2161.
11 L. Ashton “A Brief Guide to Persian Embroidery”. V&A Museum, 1929. Page 6.
12 G. Holme (ed) “A Book of Old Embroidery”. Published by the Studio, 1921. Page 136, 140, 141-142.



Taking it back to Chinese embroidery that was done at the same time with similar designs is 
yet another contradiction. The Chinese embroideries were done in silk floss both with and 
without (or very little visible) visible twist. 

There are many Chinese embroideries in the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Cleveland 
Museum. One 12th century robe was embroidered through two layers of silk in polychrome 
silk floss and gold thread, made up of gilded leather strips13. The stitches used were couched, 
satin and split- the phoenixes were done on satin stitch with split stitch to outline the eyes; 
couched gold thread for the vine scroll work and bird details.

The embroideries that cover the period from the 12th century to the 16th, eight mention that 
the silk used in the embroidery has no or little visible twist14 although the gold thread changes 
to gilded paper instead of leather. Stitches used are couching, satin (including long and short 
stitch variant and encroaching), split and knot.

These are the hand embroideries, as opposed to the needle loop embroidery done in the 
13th-14th century-

13 J. Watt and A. Wardwell “When Silk was Gold: Central Asian & Chinese Textiles”. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, 1998. Page 178.
14 Ibid, page 180, page 182-184, page 189-190, page 194 & 196, page 196-199.



However, even needle loop embroidery also used silk that was not always twisted15.
15 Ibid, page 189-190.



The single extant Persian cloud collar was a 15th century gift from the Shah of Persia to the 
Tsar of the Russias. It is made of silk and cotton, embroidered with silk thread, spun gold and 
silver thread16. 

16 A. Levykin “The Tsars and the East”. Thames & Hudson, 2009. Page 28.



According to Russian archival sources, the collar had been restored in the late 17th century. 
The original scarlet silk background was embroidered over in a serge pattern in green silk. 



The gold thread that had been damaged was replaced with silver thread, which has tarnished 
since17.

The stitches used are outline stitch, couching (including couching gold thread over darning) 
and satin stitch. The designs are of scrolling vines, flowers, leaves and Peris. 

For lack of extant textiles, here are illuminations of cloud collars and interpretations of the 
designs-

Dated 1430 C.E.
Found at the Met- http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online/

search/451403
An interpretation of one half of the front lobes by TH Lord Brian dorcha ua Conall-

17 Ibid.



The second picture is-



Picture is described as Mid 16th century.
 Taken from The Museum of Fine Art- http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/couple-with-

attendants-13875

Interpretation-



 



Both collars, although a century apart, show a high collar that has been folded down over the 
cloud collar. Worn by men and women on their qaba or jobba (Persian coat or formal 
overcoat)18.

In the future I will post more designs.

Recommended reading

Milesent’s Persian research page- http://cleftlands.cwru.edu/persian/ccollar.html

Dar Anahita- http://home.earthlink.net/~lilinah/Textiles/CloudCollars/cloudcollar.html

Silk Road Conjectures- http://www.silkroadconjectures.com/silk-road-conjectures-blog.html

Windchild- http://windchild.net/persian-embroidery-a-study-in-miniatures/

SCA Persian University- http://www.scapersianu.com/

18 M. Haren, Persian Clothing of the 16th Century”. Self published, Sept. 2013. Page 3.
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