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A POLISH SASH (V&A T.98-1968) 

INNOVATIVE DESIGN IN THE INVENTION OF TRADITION 

 

By Loraine Long, Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

 

This sash is woven in taqueté (weft-faced compound weave). The main warp threads 

are yellow silk, with a binding warp of buff silk. The weft threads are of black and 

gold, with brocaded wefts of silver and silver-gilt (wrapped around a silk core), 

salmon pink, pale blue, green and purple silk. The decorative design is of the usual 

type for Polish sashes of the late-eighteenth century with three distinct parts: the 

ground, or length, the borders and the head parts, at each end. The length is formed of 

parallel stripes which alternate between undulating floral and geometric patterns in 

different colours. These stripes are further divided by narrow bands of running 

arrowheads. A similar floral pattern continues in the borders. The head sections 

comprise two prominent, stylised floral motifs (Fig. 1). The sash is 38.1 centimetres 

wide and is unusual in that it is very long – 517 centimetres (the average is between 

350 and 400 cm). 

The name of the maker is woven into the fabric, as is the place of production 

(Fig. 2): 

 

FRANCISCUS MASŁOWSKI: CRACOVIAE’ or ‘ME FECIT CRACOVIAE : 

FRANCISCUS MASŁOWSKI 

 

Franciscus Masłowski (1785-1806) learned the art of weaving in Kobyłka, near 

Warsaw, and was one of several Polish nationals to set up a workshop in or around 

Kraków. He received a royal warrant in 1787, which considerably enhanced his 

workshop’s reputation. Such rich sashes were made only to order. 

The sash became a significant feature of national dress for Polish men during 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was modelled on imported fashionable 

Persian scarves, yet came to signify the Polish noble class. It was also regarded as a 

marker of personal identity. Polish weavers produced high-quality commissions that 

testify to the exclusivity and importance of the item, and embody elements from 

diverse cultures in their materials, decorative design and manufacture. 
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This sash is to be exhibited in a display on Local Traditions in the Europe 

1600-1800 Galleries at the Victoria and Albert Museum opening in late 2014. This 

display will introduce the traditional and innovative use of different objects from 

widely diverse geographical areas. In this context, the sash will enhance 

understanding of the social, political and practical developments surrounding the 

adoption of the sash as a feature of traditional Polish dress, through its method of 

production and culturally diverse design sources. 

In the account of his travels through Poland, published in 1785, the Duke of 

Marlborough’s chaplain William Coxe noted, ‘The dress of the higher orders, both 

men and women, is uncommonly elegant’. For gentleman, he describes ‘a waistcoat 

with sleeves, over which they wear an upper robe of a different colour, which reaches 

down below the knee, and is fastened round the waist with a sash or girdle’.
1
 This was 

the usual traditional costume for noblemen at the time and the sash is likely to have 

been of the silk variety illustrated by this example (Fig 3). 

The style of dress described by Coxe was adopted as national costume by the 

end of the sixteenth century.
2
 It was of eastern origin and was formed of a żupan, a 

konstusz (over it) with a sash tied around the waist and a karabela, the four-cornered 

Polish cap. The sash, together with the sabre, was an essential accessory from the 

middle of the seventeenth century and by the eighteenth century became the primary 

mode of fastening the konstusz, folded along its length and wrapped around the waist, 

concealing the sword belt. An interlining of quilted linen was used to prevent the silk 

fabric from breaking along the fold-line and gave the sash a more sumptuous 

appearance.
3
 All noblemen, even the poorest, needed at least one sash. The technique 

for tying the sash was passed privately, from man to man, as a right of passage and 

the secret of ‘sculpting’ the sash was as individual and important as its aesthetic 

qualities.
4
 

                                                
1 William Coxe, Fellow of King’s College, Cambridge and Chaplin to the Duke of Marlborough –   

William Coxe, Travels into Poland, Russia, Sweden and Denmark, vol. 1, 2nd edition (London: T. 

Cadell, 1785) reprinted edition, Arno Press, 1971, p. 143. 
2 George E. Borchard, ‘Reflections on The Polish Nobleman’s Attire in the Sarmatian Tradition’ in 
Costume: The Journal of the Costume Society (London, 1970) p. 13. See also Adam Zamoyski, 

‘History of Poland in the 16th-18th Centuries’ in Jan K. Ostrowski et al, Land of the Winged Horsemen: 

Art in Poland 1572-1764 (Alexandria, Va. : Art Services International, 1999). 
3 Borchard, (London, 1970) p. 22. 
4 Pamela Kladzyk, Review of Jan K. Ostrowski, Land of the Winged Horsemen: Art in Poland 1572-

1764 in Studies in the Decorative Arts, vol. 7, No. 2 (Spring-Summer 2000) pp. 153-156. 



 3 

This distinctive style of costume originated with the Szlachta, the ancient 

feudal Polish nobility who composed a single social group, of diverse means and 

backgrounds but with a recognisably homogeneous culture. This powerful ruling body 

(whose members made up the armed forces) elected a king as their figure-head, whilst 

maintaining governance of the vast Polish Commonwealth. Extending 315,000 square 

miles / 815.846 square kilometres, it was the largest state in Europe. The Szlachta 

were generally believed to be of Sarmatian descent and the noble and splendid past of 

these ancestors became incorporated with an ideological Szlanchcic tradition by the 

sixteenth century.
5
 By the eighteenth century the costume became symbolic of healthy, 

straightforward patriotic Polish-ness.
6
 

During the seventeenth century Persian scarves, (Fig. 4) woven mainly in the 

workshops of Kashan, were imported through the Turkish markets for use as sashes 

but the Persian textile trade ended with the Afghan invasion of 1722. Against the 

background of almost constant war and upheaval which followed, workshops were 

established in Poland to produce items, including textiles, that had previously been 

imported, with the encouragement and support of the wealthy and influential nobles.  

Armenian exiles in Constantinople began the production of Stanbul Sashes 

exclusively for the Polish market and subsequently transferred their operations and 

specialist equipment to Poland, including a type of metal press which gave a special 

lustre to the metal threads. The first sashes with gold and silver threads were made in 

about 1740 in Słuck under the direction of Armenian weavers.
7
 Alongside the 

Armenians there were also French master weavers and directors working in Polish 

factories in Grodno and at Kobyłki.
8
 

In 1758 Jan Madzarski, an Armenian from the Radziw ‘Persian’ workshops, 

became the foreman at Słuck where some of the most beautiful and original designs, 

combining Persian, Chinese and Turkish motifs, were produced.
9
 It was here that 

four-sided designs, such as this example from Masłowski’s workshop, were invented.  

Sashes were woven double-sided in taqueté (weft-faced compound weave) with the 

warp divided in two along its length by the design. The sash could be folded to 

                                                
5 The Sarmatians were a warrior people from the Black Sea steppe. 
6 Adam Zamoyski in Jan K. Ostrowski et al.  (Alexandria, Va., 1999), p. 28. 
7 Borchard, 1970, p.15. See also Daniec, Jadwiga, I. ‘Silk Sashes (Pasy Kontuszowe)’ in Polish Review, 

Vol. 28, No. 3 (1983) pp. 33-42.  
8 Maria Taszycka, ‘Ceintures de soie – accessoires du costume de gentilhomme polonais’ in Bulletin de 

Liaison, Vol. 13, No. 27  (1968) pp. 100-101. 
9 The factory at Słuck was founded by Prince Michał Kazimeirz Radziwiłł in 1758. 
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display any of the four possible colour-ways that were produced, resulting in 

flexibility and economy for the wearer. The brightest part, often enhanced by silver, 

would be worn at weddings and other festive occasions; the parts with a black, or dark, 

background were worn during funerals and sombre occasions (Fig. 5). The remaining 

two sections were coloured to match and enhance the kontusz. Carmine was a popular 

choice as it was the colour of the national emblem and symbolised nobility.
10

 

Following the third partition of Poland in 1795 the national costume was 

slowly given up and although the production of silk sashes survived into the early 

nineteenth century, they were only used by mayors and aldermen of towns in 

Małopolska (Small Poland) as the representative Polish national dress.
11

 

The V&A sash shows signs of stress to the fabric along the fold-line, 

indicating that the usual interlining was not included. It may be that its exceptional 

length caused it to be wound around the body more than was usual or perhaps the 

owner tied the sash to display the head sections hanging a long way down from the 

waist and required the extra length for this reason. There is a high proportion of metal 

thread used in the weave, which suggests wealth and a proportional display of means 

by the wearer but there is no record of the details of the commission so only 

speculation about the particularities of its design and use is possible. 

The decorative form of the sash was established by the late-eighteenth century 

and this may have led manufactures to concentrate less on innovation in design and 

more on consolidation of tradition and specialist techniques.
12

 Sashes made in the 

Kraków-based workshops (known as Krakowskie sashes) were characterised by their 

bright colours, their designs and motifs borrowed from well-known Polish factories. 

This particular example clearly exhibits features of the ‘Persian’ workshops of the 

Armenian weavers in the use of metal threads with flat, stylised floral patterns, which 

Masłowski has reinterpreted in his own design. 

The sash therefore provides evidence of skilled weaving, using high quality 

materials, produced in Polish workshops during the late-eighteenth century. In 

addition, it combines specialist techniques and decorative motifs, both originating 

from different cultures, into a new and distinct item of Polish national costume in a 

single and unique textile form. 

                                                
10 Borchard, 1970, p. 18. 
11 Borchard, 1970, p. 22. 
12 Discussion with Clare Browne, Curator, FTF Department, V&A, 07/03/2013. 
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