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Preface

One of the first carpets to share my life was loaned to me by a friend who was a translator of Arabic literature. Too big for his flat in Cairo’s Garden City, it arrived in my pale, neutral Cambridge sitting room like a deliberately disruptive aesthetic intervention. Serried rows of abstract designs marched down the intense, high-contrast red and dark blue of its length. Its geometry was almost perfect, but not quite, the tantalising waywardness of the human hand destabilising the eye and mind. The motifs insisted on their meaning without ever revealing it, conjuring a hallucinatory state of half-knowing. I couldn’t walk across it without staring down the shaft it offered into the past, the lives of its weavers, all the places it had lain before. It was a coup de foudre, like infatuation. There was no way back.

I was in love at first with exoticism, fantasy and folklore, the world of flying carpets and old magic.1 The ancient story of Sheba’s gift to Solomon of a rug made of green silk and gold which could carry his entire army entranced me – God, in a rage at the king’s pride, shook the carpet, throwing the soldiers to their deaths. I devoured the folk tale of the flying carpet made by the Russian witch Baba Yaga for Ivan the Fool, to help the simple soul on his journey to power. I was thrilled to find more recent magic carpets: Mark Twain’s Captain Stormfield was unfortunately abandoned in the wrong part of heaven after his death but flew to his proper sector of paradise on a flying carpet, actor Sabu as Aladdin flew on a magic rug over a twinkling Hollywood Baghdad. I was impressed by their subversive power, so great that stories have come down through time of the destruction of enchanted carpets by Mongol and Sassanian emperors. The sense of that dangerous and alien power persists – among the panoply of wands, broomsticks, mandrakes, potions and spells available to its students, flying carpets were forbidden at Harry Potter’s Hogwarts.

But as I lived alongside them, the carpets themselves, rather than fantasies of them, took a grip on my imagination. I began to visit Bruce Lepere’s famous rug room at Liberty in London, where he was often still in his shorts after an adventurous buying trip. The advice he gave on collecting rugs was not easy to follow. The best place was Peshawar, he explained, where a buyer should be sure to take plenty of packs of American cigarettes and be prepared to sit all day chain-smoking with sellers in the bazaar. Through dealers like Bruce, I began to understand the arcane hierarchy of carpets, a set of beliefs about the quality and origins of rugs which determines market prices. A natural contrarian, I had my doubts about this hierarchy even before I fully understood it.

My taste in carpets went in phases. I began with a strong preference for geometric designs executed in strongly contrasting colours like those found in Caucasian village carpets, and was less inspired by the naturalistic designs, complex palette and fine materials of Persian carpets. Then I developed a recherché interest in the austere and sometimes inaccessible carpets of Turkmen nomads. But it was always the most storied carpets which compelled my attention. As I write, my two favourites among my own carpets are ones that embody real and imagined memories. The first is from Azerbaijan, home to a great and ancient weaving tradition. It was bought by my son in Baku, over a cup of mint tea with the dealer (he tells me), and for which he asked me to wire the money (immediately) by Western Union. The other was described to me by the great carpet scholar Jon Thompson as a rug made by a Turkmen bride and her mother-in-law as part of the dowry the girl would take to her husband’s tent. The girl would have woven from childhood. Her fingers would be nimble, her taste sophisticated. She was accustomed to the weaving of complex textiles in the dim light of a tent or sitting outside in her tribe’s steppe encampment as children and animals vied for her attention. Nevertheless, I tremble with her at the thought of the weeks spent working on this rug alongside a mother-in-law who, minute by minute, scrutinised her as a weaver, wife and mother.

Women have mostly been the weavers of the world, and carpets are one of their most highly evolved art forms. When I encounter an unfamiliar carpet, my first questions are about what the weaver was thinking when she made it, what else was going on in her life, what was happening in the world around her tent or village or workshop, and how it affected her. These are the questions of a historian rather than a connoisseur, and none of them have much to do with any hierarchy of quality.

As the years passed and the carpets on my floors started to overlap each other, this question of what is a better or a worse carpet started to perplex me. One rug can please me more than another, but then one brand of coffee can please me more than another, and it doesn’t mean it’s the best coffee in the world. Carpets are fabulously diverse but can seem to be part of a secret body of knowledge, policed by specialists and dealers, who define what is good and bad, and more insidiously what it is good or bad to admire. I began to see that carpets were readily susceptible to being interpreted in support of ideologies of taste, which themselves were part of ideologies of power.

The issue would not leave me alone, and in 2010 I took a leap of faith and decided to try to resolve it, at least to my own satisfaction. I went back to school to educate myself in the material culture of Asia, then pursued an academic career investigating the role of carpets in Asian history. The School of Oriental and African Studies in London, the Royal College of Art, the Victoria and Albert (V&A) Museum, the Ashmolean Museum and the University of Oxford have all offered hospitable homes to the person who is sometimes referred to as ‘the carpet woman’.

The story I have been chasing for more than a decade now is not how old or how good is a particular carpet, where does it come from, how valuable is it, or even how was it made and by whom. The question was always about the historical role carpets have played, and why they lend themselves to that. This book arises from that long process of questioning the way we talk and think about carpets and looks at them as agents in historical events, and particularly at their strong relationship with power.

The world beneath our feet tends to be less observed than the world at eye level. Once we begin to look, we can see carpets in every environment which celebrates power. In a moment from the TV series The Crown, the observant and astute screenwriter has Gillian Anderson as Margaret Thatcher point to the floor of a state room in Downing Street and say to the foreign dignitary accompanying her, ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ The carpet does indeed lie in Downing Street. It is a high-quality replica of the legendary Ardabil made for the great Iranian Shah Tahmasp in the sixteenth century, bought for the V&A, then known as the South Kensington Museum, at the height of the British Empire in 1893. Off she walks across it in her high-heeled pumps, swinging her handbag, to rule an empire of her imagination.

I was primed for an interest in textiles by my childhood in industrial Lancashire. Most of the women in my family were makers, particularly seamstresses and knitters. But my particular North was also that of the cotton mills, and in my family’s past were men and women who worked in spinning and weaving factories, swept along by industrialisation. Those earlier generations had participated in the sometimes-desperate story of nineteenth-century textiles, recorded in anguished detail in Engels’ 1845 The Condition of the Working Class in England and Mrs Gaskell’s 1855 novel about the Manchester textile industry, North and South. The textile industry has a long history of exploiting the vulnerable, and carpets are no exception. Carpet-weavers are often illiterate, poor, young, female. Carpets celebrate power but also illuminate powerlessness, and this book examines both sides of that coin.

I have looked at thousands of carpets over the last fifteen years, and hundreds before that, and have seen, touched, smelled and studied some of the greatest in the world. But the choice of carpets for this book was not about the ‘best’, it was about the most storied, those that can give us insight into how the world has turned over the almost ten thousand years the book covers.

Edinburgh, 2024


Introduction

This book is about the relationship between carpets and power. That relationship has a discrepancy at its heart; that an ancient technology practised by the humblest of peoples should produce some of the world’s greatest symbols of authority and control.

The story of carpets is the story of transformations, of simple practices turned into great art, of domestic objects changed into the apparatus of politics, wealth and religion. The rugs in this book show how these textiles came into being and then were reinvented as they moved in the slipstream of powerful warriors, colonists, missionaries, intellectuals, merchants and industrialists. Along the way we find tricksters, fraudsters and conspiracists. From the fifth-century BCE contents of the tombs of Scythian chieftains, to the carpets under the boots of Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at the 1945 Yalta Peace Conference, they uncover a different version of the past.

Carpets are travellers in time and space. The spotlight in these chapters falls repeatedly on three zones and three time-periods of intense significance for the relationship between carpets and power. The geographies are the territories along the Silk Roads that facilitated the movement of goods and ideas across Asia; the West, Central and South Asian regions where the world’s great carpets were made; and a Global North which has had a fascinated hunger for them. The book also visits the places in which these carpets have come to rest in our own time: the imperial grandeur of the V&A and Berlin’s Pergamon Museums, the opulence of the Getty Museum, the reflective atmosphere of temples in Japan and churches in Romania.

The first of the book’s three time-periods is the continent-changing movement west of nomadic tribespeople out of the Petri dish of Central Asia from around 500 BCE. They brought a transformation of the way of life in much of Eurasia, along with the carpet-weaving practice that was central to nomadic cultures and beliefs. The second is the Eurasia-wide resurgence of the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the explosion into Eurasian consciousness and geopolitics of a new art form, the courtly carpets of Anatolia, Iran and Mughal India. The third period is what historian Eric Hobsbawm called the Age of Empire, the peak of Western colonialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when Asian carpets were used as propaganda for diverse holders of power, in dramatic acts of cultural appropriation. This book is not a geography-by-geography narrative or a traditional chronological history; instead the story repeatedly returns to these different geographies and periods as it explores moments of significance for the relationship between individual carpets and power.

The power in these chapters takes many forms. The reader will find Scythian, Seljuk, Mongol, Mamluk, Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, Tokugawa, Hapsburg, British, Soviet and US Empires. The power of religions is here, including varying sects of Chris­tianity, Islam, Buddhism and Animism. Mercantile and industrial systems, and what we now call the 1 per cent, private individuals who through time accrue to themselves an exceptional proportion of the world’s resources and wealth, are present. The reader will also encounter the power of those who create knowledge for the rulers of their times, and those who subvert it through trickery.

The discussion of power is also a discussion of the powerless, and throughout the story of carpets we hear the drumbeats of oppression, war, climate change and consequent human migration and loss. We are always in the presence of the skilled, patient, inventive weavers who made these carpets. They are creators of artefacts which are part of our global cultural heritage, but they rarely share in power. We can’t usually hear or read their words, but we can begin to understand their vision and experience if we look hard at their work. The back of a rug can show us the line where two weavers sitting together on the same bench each turned back along their half of a row of knots to weave the next row. The sequence of a complete row is as abstract as computer code, but they integrated their two halves perfectly between them. The sometimes bizarre corner motifs at the end of the rug which was woven last, where the design seems to have been abandoned, remind us that the weaver was managing stretchy threads on a loom, working through a mathematical prediction she had made when she began the rug, and that those things sometimes got away from her. Where possible I retrieve fragments of the lived experience of weavers in their own time, often from details like this: an act of imaginative conjuring. Weavers often belong to groups that have been marginalised since text replaced song as the primary way of recording the past, and the literate began their long ownership of records.

The geographical and temporal range of this book is wide, but at its heart are twelve carpets. They give the book its structure, which proceeds from the oldest carpet to the youngest. Their biographies dictate the places, time-periods and events each chapter explores. Some end their lives burned in bombed-out basements, some are preserved for the future in frozen tombs. Some warmed the legs of Lutheran worshippers during the European Reformation or became armour for medieval Japanese warlords, or decorated Jazz Age parties in the US. They are repeatedly used as props at moments of historical change, symbolising the beginnings and ends of wars and the rise and fall of emperors. They are woven and traded by their makers as a way out of persecution, dispossession, expulsion, collectivisation, population exchanges and forced settlement. But whatever the drama of their biographies, they all have the same origin, the hand of a person in a tent, village or city workshop, patiently interweaving fibres day by day to bring the object in her imagination into being.

That is what the book is about. There are some things it isn’t. This is not a handbook or a history of carpets. Nor is it a guide to the ‘greatest’ carpets in the world, whatever that might mean (although some very great carpets are discussed). It begins with a carpet dating to around the fourth century BCE, but it does not track through what we know about carpets from then on. Many specialist writers have done all this, and their work can be found in the Endnotes and Bibliography to this book. Instead, it is a selection of carpets that are intrinsically interesting in themselves, but are also turnkeys to histories of power, and mirrors to the deeply held values of the cultures that have collected them.

It is also a particular form of history. In broadcaster and author Mary Beard’s words, historical writing is subject to a ‘Big books by blokes about battles syndrome’,1 or, to extend the trope, about scientific breakthroughs, or discussions of other white males, mostly dead. The tone of these histories, she suggested, was expected to be authoritative, brooking no disagreement. Meanwhile she described an expectation that histories written by women should be intimate, offering an inner journey, relying on authenticity rather than authority, herstories. Professor Beard may have been exaggerating for effect, and in any case some wonderful histories and herstories have been written about both battles and inner journeys. Nevertheless, there is some truth in her comments.

But the question of what a reader can expect from a historian need not be so fixed. I offer here a history which is episodic and eclectic, responsive to my own interests and experience, personal, but not an inner journey. It is not an attempt at a conclusive single narrative with winners and losers, heroes and villains. Instead, it represents history as a kaleidoscope, where fragments of knowledge shift into new patterns each time they are turned by an object, an event, a person. The carpets I discuss each represent a turn of that kaleidoscope, showing what are sometimes the same fragments of knowledge in a different light, creating a new version of the old story. It kept surprising me. I expected episodes of struggle between itinerant and settled communities, the dark pattern of exploitation whenever carpet-weaving comes into contact with the market, the impact of the egos and agendas of the great of the world. But I did not expect to find Stalin so often at the centre of my vision, or the mountainous and landlocked province of Transylvania in modern Romania, or conspiracists and fraudsters. Our understanding of the past is provisional, continuously remade by the filters placed on it, and it is global, subject to continuous ebbs, flows, fusions and separations.

The Italian writer Italo Calvino commented that ‘the curse of our century [the twentieth] is that every cognitive interest is transformed into an accusation … in search of a crime to try, a disgrace to report, a secret to violate’.2 By this definition, there are parts of this book that Calvino would see as cursed, in search of the crime to prosecute. The history of textile production has long been one of exploitation of the vulnerable. Carpets are associated with the enormities of war, and the cruelties of the powerful. Their makers are often refugees or nomads, or groups trying to scrape a living from fragile ecosystems.

While the crimes, disgraces and secrets are undeniable, they live alongside the enduringly life-affirming skills, not to mention the beauty, of the artefacts weavers make. That beauty and skill echoes evocatively through the old writings of Ibn Battuta and Al-Tabari, Xenophon and Homer; in the records of less eloquent early modern figures like Thomas Wolsey and Lorenzo de Medici, who nevertheless took the trouble to ensure their precious carpets were recorded in detail in their inventories; in the works of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century European and North American scholars like Wilhelm Bode and Arthur Upham Pope, who were shocked into lyricism by the unfamiliar loveliness of old rugs. This book offers a contribution to that long history of celebration of the beauty of carpets and the skill of their makers.
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