
LONDON (University of Cam-
bridge) -- A 13th-century fresco re-
discovered in Ferrara, Italy, provides 
unique evidence of medieval church-
es using Islamic tents to conceal their 
high altars. The 700-year-old fresco is 
thought to be the only surviving image 
of its kind, offering precious evidence of 
a little-known Christian practice.

The partially-visible fresco, iden-
tified by Cambridge University his-
torian Dr. Federica Gigante, almost 
certainly depicts a real tent, now lost, 
which the artist may have seen in the 
same church. The brightly colored 
original tent, covered in jewels, could 
have been a diplomatic gift from a 
Muslim leader or a trophy seized from 
the battlefield.

Gigante’s research, published today 
in The Burlington Magazine, also sug-
gests that a high-profile figure such as 
Pope Innocent IV—who gifted sever-
al precious textiles to the Benedictine 
convent church of S. Antonio in Poles-
ine, Ferrara, where the fresco was 
painted—may have given such a tent.

“At first, it seemed unbelievable 
and just too exciting that this could be 
an Islamic tent,” said Dr. Gigante. “I 
quickly dismissed the idea and only 
went back to it years later with more 
experience and a braver attitude to 
research. We probably won’t find an-
other such surviving image. I haven’t 
stopped looking but my guess is that it 
is fairly unique.”

The fresco provides crucial evidence 
of a medieval church using Islamic 
tents in key Christian practices, in-
cluding mass, the study suggests.

“Islamic textiles were associated with 
the Holy Land from where pilgrims and 
crusaders brought back the most pre-
cious such Islamic textiles,” Gigante 
said. “They thought there existed artis-

tic continuity from the time of Christ 
so their use in a Christian context was 
more than justified. Christians in medi-
eval Europe admired Islamic art with-
out fully realizing it.”

While it is well known that Islam-
ic textiles were present in late medi-
eval European churches, surviving 
fragments are usually found wrapped 
around relics or in the burials of im-
portant people. Depictions of Islamic 
textiles survive, in traces, on some 
church walls in Italy as well as in 
Italian paintings of the late medieval 
period. But images of Islamic tents 
from the Western Islamic world, such 
as Spain, are extremely rare and this 
might be the only detailed, full-size 
depiction to be identified.

The fresco was painted between the 
late 13th and early 14th centuries to 
represent a canopy placed over the 
high altar. The artist transformed the 
apse into a tent comprising a blue 
and golden drapery wrapped around 
the three walls and topped by a dou-
ble-tier bejeweled conical canopy of 
the type found throughout the Islamic 
world.

“The artist put a lot of effort into 
making the textile appear life-like,” 
Gigante said.

The background was a blue sky 
covered in stars and birds, giving 
the impression of a tent erected out 
in the open. In the early 15th centu-
ry, the fresco was partly painted over 
with scenes from the lives of the Vir-
gin Mary and Jesus Christ. This later 
fresco has captured the attention of 
art historians who have overlooked 
the sections of older fresco. Gigante 
identified the depiction of Islamic tex-
tiles when she visited the church ten 
years ago but it took further research 
to prove that the fresco represents an 

Islamic tent.
Gigante argues that the fresco de-

picts an Islamic tent which actually 
existed and that at some point in the 
13th century, may even have been 
physically present in the convent 
church, providing a direct reference 
point for the artist.

It is already known that medieval 
churches used precious textile hang-
ings to conceal the altar from view 
either permanently, during Mass or 
for specific liturgical periods. And 
when studying the fresco, Gigante 
noticed that it depicts the corner of a 
veil, painted as if drawn in front of the 
altar. Gigante, therefore, believes that 
the real tent was adapted to serve as a 
‘tetravela’, altar-curtains.

“If the real tent was only erected in 
the church on certain occasions, the 
fresco could have served as a visual 
reminder of its splendor when it was 
not in place,” Gigante said. “The in-
terplay between painted and actual 
textiles can be found throughout Eu-
rope and the Islamic world in the late 
medieval period.”

Gigante’s study notes that the walls 
of the apse are studded with nails and 
brackets, and that they could have 
served as structural supports for a 
hanging textile.

Gigante points to the fresco’s ‘ex-
traordinarily precise details’ as fur-
ther evidence that it depicts a real 
tent. The fabric shown in the fresco 
features blue eight-pointed star mo-
tifs inscribed in roundels, the center 
of which was originally picked out 
in gold leaf, exactly like the golden 
fabrics used for such precious Islamic 
tents. A band with pseudo-Arabic in-
scriptions runs along the edge of both 
the top and bottom border. The textile 
also features white contours to em-
phasize contrasting colors reflecting 
a trend in 13th-century Andalusi silk 
design.

The structure, design and color 
scheme of the tent closely resemble 
the few surviving depictions of Anda-
lusi tents, including in the 13th-centu-
ry manuscript, the Cantigas de Santa 
Maria. They also match one of the few 
potential surviving Andalusi tent frag-
ments, the ‘Fermo chasuble’, which is 
said to have belonged to St Thomas 
Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury.

Gigante also compares the jewels 
depicted in the fresco with a rare sur-
viving jeweled textile made by Arab 
craftsmen, the mantle of the Norman 

King Roger II of Sicily (1095–1154), 
which was embroidered with gold and 
applied with pearls, gemstones and 
cloisonné enamel.

In the 13th century, it was common 
for banners and other spoils of war to 
be displayed around church altars in 
Europe.

“Tents, especially Islamic royal tents 
were among the most prized gifts in 
diplomatic exchanges, the most prom-
inent royal insignia on campsites and 
the most sought-after spoils on battle-
fields,” Gigante said.

“Tents made their way into Europe as 
booty. During anti-Muslim expeditions, 
it was common to pay mercenaries in 
textiles and a tent was the ultimate prize. 
The fresco matches descriptions of royal 
Islamic tents which were seized during 
the wars of Christian expansion into 
al-Andalus in the 13th century.”

From the 9th century, Popes often 
donated Tetravela (altar-curtains) to 
churches and papal records reveal that 
by 1255, Pope Innocent IV had sent 
‘draperies of the finest silk and gold 
fabrics’ to the convent of S. Antonio 
in Polesine.

“We can’t be certain but it is possi-
ble that a person of high-profile such 

as Pope Innocent IV gifted the tent,” 
Gigante says.

An Andalusi tent taken from the 
campsite of the Almohad caliph Mu-
hammad al-Nāsir was sent to Pope 
Innocent III after 1212 meaning that 
there was an Islamic tent in St Peter’s 
Basilica at some point prior to the 
painting of the fresco.

Gigante suggests that the tent could 
also have been part of a diplomatic 
gift made to the powerful Este family 
which brokered alliances between the 

Guelfs and Ghibellins, factions sup-
porting the Pope and the Holy Roman 
Emperor respectively. The convent 
was founded in 1249 by Beatrice II 
d’Este.

“Many people don’t realize how ex-
traordinarily advanced and admired 
Islamic culture was in the medieval 
period,” Gigante said.

Last year, Dr. Gigante identified the 
Verona Astrolabe, an eleventh-century 
Islamic astrolabe bearing both Arabic 
and Hebrew inscriptions.
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Children plant Hyrcanian tree seedlings in Deland forests in Ramyan, Golestan province.
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Rediscovered Fresco in Italy Reveals Use of Islamic Tents 

TEHRAN -- In the latest  
TasteAtlas Ranking for January 
2025, Iranian cuisine has been cel-
ebrated for its rich and diverse fla-
vors, with Kateh, a simple Persian 
rice dish, emerging as the top-rated 
Iranian food.

Known for its comforting texture 
and versatility, Kateh has been praised 
as a culinary masterpiece.

Close behind are iconic dishes like 
Chelow Kebab, a classic pairing of 
saffron-infused rice and grilled meat, 
and Kabab Chenjeh, tender skewered 
lamb or beef adored for its smoky fla-
vor.

Kaleh Pacheh, a traditional soup 
made from sheep’s head and hooves, 
also ranked highly despite its polariz-
ing reputation.

On the other end of the spectrum, 
Khoresh Kangar, a cardoon-based 
stew, was ranked as the lowest-rat-
ed dish, criticized for its niche ap-
peal. Other low-rated dishes includ-
ed Khoresh Lubia Sabz (green bean 
stew) and Shir Birinj (rice pudding), 
which failed to resonate with a global 
audience.

The ranking has sparked mixed re-
actions among Iranians. While many 
celebrated the recognition of dishes 
like Kateh and Chelow Kebab, others 
defended lower-rated dishes, empha-
sizing their cultural significance.

The global spotlight on Iranian cui-
sine has also led to increased interest 
in Persian restaurants worldwide, 
with food enthusiasts eager to explore 
its rich flavors. 

Kateh, Chelow Kebab Top 
TasteAtlas Reviews 

TEHRAN -- The 5th Kish Book Fair, the first 
book fair under the 14th government of the Islam-
ic Republic of Iran, is underway on Kish Island. 

The fair, coinciding with Ten-Day Dawn cele-
brations marking the anniversary of the Islamic 
Revolution, is being held in an integrated man-
ner, covering general, academic, children, and 
educational sections.  

The event aims to enhance both the quanti-
ty and quality of publications in general, chil-
dren’s, and supplementary educational books.

Through an online system, publishers from 
across the country have been invited to par-
ticipate. To facilitate visitors’ attendance, free 
transportation from multiple city locations to 
the exhibition and back has been arranged.

Each national ID number is eligible for a dis-
count of up to 5 million rials ($6), covering 50% 
of book purchases. Also, publishers are offering 
special discounts on their books. It is expected 
that in the coming years, the discounts for book 
sales at this fair will increase.

The 5th Kish Book Fair is open daily (except 
Thursdays and Fridays) in two shifts. The morn-
ing session, from 9:00 AM to 1:30 PM, is dedi-

cated to school students.
The general public may visit the fair from 4:00 

PM to 10:00 PM. On Thursdays and Fridays, 
the fair is open from 4:00 PM to 10:00 PM.

Several programs have been organized for the 
event, including family tour visits, children’s il-
lustration workshops and various competitions 

such as book-themed painting, reading, and sto-
rytelling in both Persian and English.

The event has been organized by the Kish Free 
Zone Organization in collaboration with the 
Cultural Affairs Deputy of the Ministry of Cul-
ture and Islamic Guidance. It will be running 
until February 7.

Kish Book Fair Offers 
Miscellaneous Services 

Dr. Federica Gigante examining the fresco in the Church of S. 
Antonio in Polesine, Ferrara, Italy.

The right-hand wall of the apse in the Church of S. Antonio in 
Polesine, Ferrara, Italy.


