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Tx.2008 – Coptic Taqueté  
Introduction 

This paper is about my obsession with a taqueté fragment preserved in a museum in Belgium.   

 

Figure 1 Coptic taqueté fragment, AD 500-700, ACO.Tx.2008 Musées royaux d'art et d'histoire1 

This woven Coptic fragment, which is hundreds of years old and yet looks so contemporary, comes 

from a textile probably woven by someone like me, someone practicing weaving as home craft and 

looking for a way to accessorize her living room.  

About taqueté 

The story of taqueté goes back to the Roman Empire. Pliny the Elder himself had something to say 

about it. It is thought that taqueté was invented by tapestry weavers looking for a faster way to 

produce weft-faced fabric, the speed of weaving mechanically selvedge to selvedge trumping design 

flexibility.  

Taqueté is a weft-faced textile woven with two or more wefts of different colour. Taqueté goes by 

many names. Pliny the Elder called it polymita and beginner weavers erroneously refer to it as 



I. Fusey Tx.2008  2 

summer and winter without tabby. Purists use the term weft-faced compound tabby. Yet others call it 

weft-faced summer and winter, weft-backed plain weave, 2-block tied double weave, polychrome 

summer-and-winter weft-faced weave, or two-tie unit with four-end blocks. Atwater coined the term 

stuffer rug or two-warp weaving and Tidball changed that to double-faced stuffer weave or warp 

stuffer system. To Scandinavian weavers it is known as double-binding and to Persian rug weavers 

Zilu. 

The earliest example of taqueté in existence in the world, a wool sample found in Masada, dates from 

the 1st century BC (Vogelsang-Eastwood, 2018; Pritchard, 2014; Verhecken-Lammens, 2007). A silk 

dress dated 1st century AD was found in Marseilles (Wild, 1987). Taqueté, born in the Middle East, 

perhaps in response to the warp-faced silk textiles coming from China, eventually became adopted in 

China itself and beyond. Today, taqueté is used mostly for rug weaving and lends itself to shaft-

switching and pick-up techniques.  

Taqueté structure 

Technically, taqueté is “weft-faced compound tabby”. It is threaded like summer and winter and 

woven on opposites with two contrasting colours on the same threading as summer and winter but 

unlike summer and winter it does not have a ground cloth. Inside of thinking of taqueté as summer 

and winter, it is best to think of taqueté as a weft-faced block weave that uses two warps and at least 

two wefts contrasting in value. One warp acts as the binding warp and the other warp creates the 

pattern. The binding warp weaves tabby. The pattern warp controls what weft colour appears on the 

surface of the fabric in a given block (the other weft appearing on the back of the cloth). The pattern 

warp does not show at all; it is an “inner” warp that does not interlace with the weft. When woven 

with two wefts, taqueté is completely reversible. Unlike summer and winter which has a tabby weft 



I. Fusey Tx.2008  3 

and a supplementary weft, both wefts in taqueté are required to give the fabric its structure. These 

wefts are complementary.  

Block A is threaded 1323 and Block B is threaded 1424. Four picks are required for each unit, that is, 

four picks are required to weave a solid multi-coloured line on both sides of the fabric:  

  

Figure 2 Taqueté draft (front and back)  

The ratio of binding warp ends to pattern warp ends in the recovered Coptic textile fragments is 

usually 1 to 1. However, a few fragments have a 1:2 ratio (1 binding warp end to 2 pattern warp ends). 

These paired warp threads work together and act as a single thread. They behave exactly the same way 

as the four warp threads in Atwater’s stuffer rugs. Some samples have been found where the 

proportion of pattern warp threads to binding warp threads varies within the cloth (Verhecken-

Lammens, 2007).  

The origin of taqueté  

The theory is that the development of weft-faced Coptic taquetés was informed by the warp-faced 

silk fabric making its way from China to Egypt along the Silk Road. Since silk yarn was not yet readily 

available in Egypt, the local weavers in the 3rd century AD turned the draft as it were and used their 
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woolen yarn instead of silk. Therefore, the “turned” taqueté so popular today would in fact be the 

ancestor of the “real” taqueté. Later (7th to 10th centuries), Chinese weavers developed their own form 

of taqueté.  

Egyptian explorations at the turn of the 20th century unearthed thousands of scraps, mostly wool, in 

rubbish heaps and cemeteries. Of those thousands of fragments, only a fraction is woven in taqueté. 

Moreover, simple textiles such as the Tx.2008 fragment are in fact rare. Most of the recovered taqueté 

textiles are highly decorated with plant motifs (e.g., palmettes), animals (e.g., lions), human figures, 

and geometric patterns such as rosettes, octagons and eight-pointed stars and would have been 

woven by highly skilled artisans toiling in the specialized weaving workshops of Alexandria and other 

such cities. 

Uses in Coptic times 

In Coptic times, taqueté fabrics were used mostly for mattress covers, cushions covers, and coverlets. 

These were not refined textiles: Chris Verhecken-Lammens (2007) refers to the Tx.2008 checked 

fragment as a heavy textile with thick warps. This fits the function of a mattress cover. One of the 

largest Coptic taqueté textiles to make its way to us (238.6 cm × 132.7 cm) is preserved in the Textile 

Museum in Washington DC. This highly decorated textile was probably a coverlet but could also have 

been a wall hanging. Cushion covers woven in taqueté were found in the graves of Antinoë. We know 

they were cushion covers because they were found under the heads of bodies buried in the cemetery 

and were still filled with feathers. The fact that one side of many Coptic taquetés is worn more than 

the other provides another clue that many of these textiles were used as covers.. 

Coptic taqueté looms 

The looms required to weave taqueté are not complicated. And yet there is considerable debate on 

the type of loom that was used to weave taqueté during Coptic times. It is certain that some sort of 
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mechanization was employed but was the loom a foot-powered horizontal loom with treadles? A 

horizontal loom with heddle rods? A draw loom similar to the Akhmim loom still in used today? Or 

something similar to the vertical Zilu loom of Iran? 

 

Figure 3 Roman horizontal loom (Wild, 1987) 

 

Figure 4 Zilu loom (Saladrigas, 2015) 

Tx.2008 description 

The Brussels taqueté fragment Tx.2008 is 13.5 cm long by 12 cm wide. It features blue and green 

checks separated by red bands. The monochrome red bands are also woven in taqueté. The use of 

monochrome bands is typical of such textiles (Pritchard, 2014). The fragment has been radiocarbon-

dated to AD 320–550 (Pritchard, 2014)2. The sample has been extensively documented by Chris 

Verhecken-Lammens (2007) and Daniël De Jonghe (2006). Both authors have even identified 

threading mistakes. What makes the Tx.2008 fabric so interesting is the mix of Z- and S-spun yarns, 

the selvedge treatment, and the number of picks per block.  

The warp is S-spun brown wool with a sett of 10 ends/cm. The red and green wefts are Z-spun wool 

and the blue weft S-spun wool. The ppi count is 48 picks/cm (24 picks/cm per colour). The large 

checks are three times the size of the small ones. 
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The Tx.2008 fragment was donated to the Musées royaux d'art et d'histoire in 1887 by one Isabelle 

Errara 3, a Belgian art historian specializing in textiles. Fragments from what appears to be the same 

fabric are preserved in museums in Paris and New York City (Verhecken-Lammens, 2007). Also, by 

all appearances, V&A sample T899-1886 (Figure 5) belongs to the same fabric or a very similar one. 

This fragment of mattress or cushion cover was found at Akhmim and is dated 4th-7th century. The 

V&A notes that “the design and two-tone effect of this piece is in imitation of contemporary silks”. 

 

Figure 5 Taqueté sample V&A T899-18864 

Yarn twist 

Unlike most taqueté samples, the Tx.2008 fragment features a mix of Z-spun and S-spun yarns. Most 

Coptic taquetés are made of 100% S-spun yarns (an indication that they were woven in Egypt), some 

are made of 100% Z-spun yarns, and very few contain both (Verhecken-Lammens, 2007). 

Selvedge 

The last three warp ends of the Tx.2008 fragment are doubled at the selvedge. Only one weft 

interlaces with the last two warp doubled threads. The other weft wraps around the third double warp 
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end. Moreover, the blocks in the selvedge are not aligned with the blocks in the body of the fabric. 

This suggests that the selvedge was manipulated by hand and not formed by the shafts. 

 

Figure 6 Selvedges of the Tx.2008 sample5 

Block changes 

The most interesting peculiarity of this fragment is that the number of picks per block is not a 

multiple of four. In fact, the blocks have an odd numbers of picks. The narrow blocks have 7 picks 

and the square ones 43 picks instead of 8 and 44 (De Jonghe, 2006; Verhecken-Lammens, 2007). The 

thinking is that skipping the last pick makes the weaving easier: the pattern shed remains open for the 

colour change. Compare Figure 2 to Figure 7. In Figure 7, shafts 2 and 3 should have been lifted for 

the seventh pick. Instead, shafts 2 and 4 are up: the pattern shaft 4 remains lifted and the tabby shaft 

changes. There is no eighth pick. The end result is that there is need to alter the colour order. De 

Jonghe argues that this intentional treadling “error” is a proof that this textile was woven on an 

horizontal loom equipped with heddle rods and operated by two weavers: one creating the sheds (and 

therefore in charge of the design) and one throwing the shuttles back and forth.  
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Figure 7 Threading Tx.2008 
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Related fragments 

Other fragments featuring geometric designs are shown in Figure 8. According to De Jonghe’s 

analysis, samples A, B, and C all have an odd number of picks per block. 

A 

 

V&A T-192-19766. Multi-coloured fragment found in 

Egypt and dated 300-699. White warp with blue, red, and 
greenish yellow weft. S-spun warp at 10 ends/cm and Z-
spun weft at 40 pick/cm. (Pritchard, 2014; Becker, 2009; 

Crowfoot, 1933; De Jonghe, 2006) 

B 

 

 
 
 
 

V&A T.239-19237. Small checks found in Qar/Badari 
Egypt and dated 300-699. Excavation associated with 

William Flinders Petrie. (Pritchard, 2014; Becker, 2009) 

C 

 

New Zealand Te Papa Museum8. Alternating blue and 
white squares and blocks of different sizes with red, white 

and blue bands. 200-500; Egypt FE001731/13. Gift of 
the Egypt Exploration Fund, 1914. (De Jonghe, 2006; 

Pritchard, 2014) 

D 

 

 

Karanis 24–5016A9, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology. 
Found with coins dated AD 277–450. Yellow and green 

wefts with wool warp. Squares are about ¾ inch. 
(Thomas, 2007; Pritchard, 2014)  

Figure 8 Checked taquetés   
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Tx.2008 recreation 

I attempted to recreate the Tx.2008 fragment but was not entirely a successful: weaving taqueté 

requires patience and practice. For the sample below, I used 10/2 mercerized cotton (4,200 yards/lb) 

for the warp at a sett of 14 epi and Blue Mountain 8/2 wool (2,100 yards/lb) at 45 ppi per color for 

the weft. In retrospect, I should have opened the sett a little bit and used a gentler beat. 

 

Figure 9 Recreation of the Tx.2008 fragment  

I can safely say that there is no rug weaving in my future but I do want to explore designing wall 

hangings in taqueté with fine threads. 
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