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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the life of a Khorasan carpet located in Winterthur 

Museum, Garden, and Library’s collection through the seventeenth, nineteenth, and 

twentieth centuries. Although this carpet embodies a vast and complex history 

involving several imperial cultures and significant changes to its material structure, 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century Western perspectives have come to define 

its legacy and interpretation. This thesis critically examines the history of this 

Khorasan carpet to highlight the imperialist legacies that led to its creation and inform 

its continued interpretation. This analysis not only shows the historical value of this 

carpet, but also seeks to take a step away from the limited and problematic nature of 

its current interpretation and take a step towards decolonizing Western material culture 

epistemologies about Iranian carpets.
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The Winterthur Program of American Material Culture’s connoisseurship class 

focusing on textiles introduced me to Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet (Figure 1). My 

classmates and I were tasked with choosing objects in the textile collection that were 

new or needed a refresh in its contextual information. Using my growing knowledge 

of textiles, I analyzed this carpet to the best of my ability. Coming from a background 

in eighteenth century historic archaeology in the United States, I had never worked 

with anything like it before. Although nearly half of the carpet had undergone repairs 

since its creation in the seventeenth century, it retained its design, consisting of a 

central diamond medallion, filled with palmettes and rosettes encased within four 

brightly colored sawtooth-edge bands. The remaining outer and inner straps contain a 

floral garland with more palmettes, rosettes, and flower buds on a faded yellow or tan 

background. The inner border shows indigo blue vine-like floral arabesques. What sets 

this carpet apart from classic Iranian medallion carpets and what first caught my eye, 

are the maritime scenes in the corner spandrels. These corners depict sixteenth century 

European vessels controlled by people dressed in clothes of a sixteenth-century 

European style sailing past sea monsters, fish, and either the upper torso of a man or a 

mermaid. This scene alone inspired questions of why was this made and what did it 

mean?  
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As I dug into the scholarship available on this Khorasan carpet, I encountered 

more questions than answers. Its name raised the first and perhaps most problematic 

question. Twentieth-century carpet scholars classified carpets like this as “Portuguese” 

in reference to the maritime scenes in the corners. Twentieth-century carpet scholar 

Charles Grant Ellis solidified this name when he attributed these carpets to the 

Portuguese colony of Goa in Gujarat, India in 1972.1 He concluded that given their 

design they originated from Gujarat, India, because the corner maritime scenes bore a 

resemblance to a 1537 miniature painting titled, “The Death of Bahadur Shah, Sultan 

of Gujarat, While Visiting the Portuguese Fleet.”2 Then, in 2005, Steven Cohen, an 

expert in Indian carpets and textiles, argued that the presence of a particular 

asymmetrical knot known as the jufti knot, the use of a particular weave structure, and 

the presence of an ivory cotton warp determined that these types of carpets were from 

the Khorasan region of Iran (Figure 4).3 Despite this new information, these carpets 

are still commonly referred to as “Portuguese” carpets to this day.  

 

 
1 Charles Grant Ellis, “The Portuguese Carpets of Gujarat,” in Islamic Art in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, ed. Richard Ettinghausen (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

1972): 285. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Chapter 3 provides an in-depth analysis of Cohen’s evidence. Steven Cohen, 

“‘Portuguese’ Carpets from Khorasan, Persia,” in Textiles in Indian Ocean Societies, 

ed. Ruth Barnes (London; New York: Routledge Curzon, 2005), 38–46. 



 3 

Once identified as European, the carpets’ maritime scenes inspired many late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholars to provide a consistent stream of 

fetishized, racist, and paternalistic interpretations. Part of this is because there appear 

to exist only nine versions of Khorasan carpets that contain the maritime scene, and 

these nine – be they complete or fragmentary – are spread out in different institutions 

worldwide. Furthermore, most of their provenances were established after they had 

already entered the European and American markets in the late nineteenth century. 

With this in mind, my questions turned to why is this still called a “Portuguese” 

carpet? Why is this so rare? Why did Henry Francis du Pont, the founder of the 

Winterthur Museum, purchase it? Why in this day and age does the information 

surrounding the carpet consistently reflect extremely biased interpretation? Why does 

none of our received information discuss the period and world that created it? As my 

textile class came to an end, I found myself unable to answer most of these questions. 

I knew I was only seeing part of this Khorasan carpet’s story, but I was 

hesitant to continue research. Afterall, my background was in archaeology studying 

artifacts from the eighteenth century through to modern day objects. I was much better 

prepared to take on a project involving ceramics or glass. I had never worked with 

textiles before, let alone studied anything about Iran in the seventeenth century. Why 

would I choose a thesis topic that was outside of my field of knowledge? Mainly, I 

was frustrated with the answers I found. All information available on the Khorasan 

carpet came from early twentieth-century European and American sources defined by 

colonial agendas, including the fetishization and exoticization of Middle Eastern, 
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North African, and Asian cultures. If I wanted to find the information about the world 

that created this carpet and step away from these problematic perspectives, I knew I 

needed to learn and grow. So, with curiosity and frustration, I took the leap.  

What I found was that the carpet originated from the seventeenth century 

Safavid Iranian Empire which played a critical role in what then were emergent global 

trade networks. The Safavid Dynasty of Iran reigned from 1501 to 1722 and was one 

of the major Islamic empires during this time. Its territory consisted of not only 

modern-day Iran, but also Western Afghanistan, Balkh, Marv, Azerbaijan, Daghestan, 

Armenia, Georgia, and Bahrain.4 With new territories incorporated into Safavid Iran, 

the population grew more diverse. Elite individuals in Iranian society primarily spoke 

and wrote in Persian, the traditional language of culture, literature, and science.5 As 

such, Persian defined the socio-economic status of an individual rather than their 

ethnicity. The Safavid Empire was home to many different languages and their 

attending cultural practices. People from the north-eastern region around modern-day 

Turkey and Azerbaijan typically spoke Georgian, Armenian, Azeri Turkish, and 

Aramaic, while those in the western region of Iran spoke Kurdish, Luri, and Arabic.6 

Meanwhile people living in the northern provinces close to the Caspian Sea spoke 

 

 
4 Willem Floor, The Economy of Safavid Persia, (Reichert Verlag Wiesbaden: 2000): 

1. 

5 Ibid., 13. 

6 Ibid., 12. 
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Talishi, Gilaki, and Mazandarani, and those living in the South-East primarily spoke 

Baluchi.7 Finally, individuals along the Persian Gulf spoke a coastal dialect of 

Arabic.8  

In addition to linguistic differences, Safavid Iran was also religiously diverse. 

As in the previous Mongol and Timurid Dynasties, a majority of the population were 

practicing Muslims. The Safavid Dynasty differed from these previous eras because 

the Safavid rulers declared Twelver Shi’ism the official religion of the empire, 

stepping away from its Sunni Islam past and straining its relationship with the 

neighboring Ottoman Empire that practiced Sunni Islam.9 Despite societal and legal 

persecution, other groups practiced non-Islamic religions. Armenians, Georgians, and 

Chaldeans practiced Christianity, the largest religious minority.10 A small minority 

practiced Judaism. Due to long established trade networks with India, some 

 

 
7 Ibid. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Twelver Shi’a Islam believes that there were twelve appointed imams or Islamic 

spiritual leaders after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. These imams are believed 

to have descended from Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son in-law and are divinely 

ordained interpreters of law and theology. As such, Shi’ites believe that the current 

spiritual and political leaders of Islam must descend from the succession of 

Muhammad. Rudi Matthee, “Safavid Dynasty,” Encyclopaedia Iranica Online, 

accessed October 6, 2024, 

https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-

509.xml?rskey=Fmbi0G&result=1. 

10 Floor, The Economy of Safavid Persia, 14-25. 

https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-509.xml?rskey=Fmbi0G&result=1
https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-509.xml?rskey=Fmbi0G&result=1
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individuals practiced Hinduism.11 While these religions were the largest minorities, 

several minorities practiced other religions.  

As the reign of the Safavid Dynasty entered the seventeenth century, Iranian 

culture and its economies became even more diverse. After the Safavid rulers 

consolidated imperial power under a single ruler, the new regime not only led to the 

transformation of Iranian society from a nomadic order to more of a sedentary society, 

but it also led to a restructuring of its economy, ultimately allowing it to expand its 

international trade networks.12 By the time the Safavid Empire began in 1501, trade 

networks had existed for centuries, connecting Iran and nations in Western and Central 

Asia and North Africa. Particular international trade relationships developed between 

the Timurid, Ottoman, and Mughal empires.13 In that context, the establishment of 

Twelver Shi’ism as the state religion strained the relationship between the Safavid 

Iranian Empire and the Sunni Ottoman Empire. This led to the Safavid Dynasty’s 

interest in establishing maritime trade relationships.  

Enter the European involvement in the Iranian Empire. After the Portuguese 

conquest of the island of Hormuz in 1507, Iran maintained a reluctant alliance with 

 

 
11 Ibid. 

12 Matthee, “Safavid Dynasty.” 

13 The Ottoman Empire consisted of what is present-day Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, 

Jordan, Israel, northern and eastern Egypt, northern Libya, northern Tunisia, and 

northern Algeria. The Mughal Empire consisted of what is present-day India, Pakistan, 

and Afghanistan. 
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Portugal that lasted for nearly a century.14 With the onset of the seventeenth century, 

Safavid ruler Shah ‘Abbās I (r. 1587-1629) expanded international trade, including 

other nations such as England through the East India Trade Company (EIC) and the 

Netherlands through the Dutch East India Company (VOC). By the end of the Safavid 

Dynasty in 1722, Iran had become a cosmopolitan and diverse empire. It is from 

within this imperial cultural context involving Safavid, Mughal, and European 

influences, that Iranian carpets – including the Khorasan carpet under review – 

established themselves as much-coveted consumer goods among European nations.  

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, everything changed. Although 

European nations admired the skills of Iranian carpet weavers, the high price of 

Iranian carpets made European customers turn to cheaper alternatives.15 Additional 

pressures emerged when many parts of Iran erupted in civil war or were threatened by 

outside forces, culminating in 1722 with the Safavid Empire’s defeat by Afghani tribal 

groups.16 As the Safavid regime declined, so did most crafts that had prospered due to 

 

 
14 Joao Teles e Cunha, “Portugal i. Relations with Iran in the Early Modern Age 

(1500-1750),” Encyclopaedia Iranica Online, accessed September 9, 2024, 

https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-

954.xml?rskey=ryS6uq&result=1. 

15 Willem Floor, The Persian Textile Industry in Historical Perspective 1500-1925, 

(Societe d’Histroire de l’Orient: 1999): 81. 

16 Matthee, “Safavid Dynasty.” 

https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-954.xml?rskey=ryS6uq&result=1
https://referenceworks.brill.com/display/entries/EIRO/COM-954.xml?rskey=ryS6uq&result=1
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international trade. However, carpet weaving endured because it returned to primarily 

a regional activity.17  

The next time that the Khorasan carpet and other Iranian carpets regained 

international popularity was at the end of the nineteenth century. The Vienna World’s 

Fair of 1873 was one of the first World Fairs to prioritize the objects from North 

African, Middle Eastern, and other Asian cultures mainly as a way for Austria to insert 

itself as a leader in trade between Europe and Asia. Through the colonial perspectives 

exhibited by this and other World’s Fairs, new and antique Iranian carpets rapidly 

gained in popularity among European and North American audiences. An effect of this 

popularity was that by the late 1870s European merchants and firms began to re-

organize the carpet weaving industry in Iran with the goal to profit from the increase 

in demand. This resulted in a different type of imperialism – what I call an industrial 

imperialism - in which the Europeans had primary control of the carpet weaving 

industry. The increase in demand led to what some carpet scholars call the “Persian 

carpet boom.”18 As more antique and contemporary carpets flowed into Europe and 

North America, Western carpet scholars began to analyze and categorize them based 

on contemporary research on North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. Unsurprisingly, 

this scholarship reflected the period’s political investment in colonial interpretations 

 

 
17 Floor, The Persian Textile Industry, 117. 

18 Jennifer Housego, “The 19th Century Persian Carpet Boom,” Oriental Art 19, no. 2 

(1973). 
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that were paternalistic, exoticized, and orientalist. What is fascinating to discover is 

that over time subsequent scholarship continued research using this perspective, and 

without further questioning it, generated what to date amounts to most of the 

information available about Khorasan carpets. It is this orientalist perspective that 

informed early twentieth-century carpet collectors like Henry Francis du Pont, the 

founder of the Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library, not only when he purchased it 

in 1935 and then accessioned in 1959, but when he interpreted and publicly exhibited 

this specific carpet.  

 To make sense of Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet, this study finds that while the 

carpet embodies a vast and complex history of origins involving several empires, on 

the one hand, and significant changes to the carpet’s material structure, on the other, 

its legacy and interpretation is, to this day, continuously (and oddly) defined by mostly 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century perspectives. Carpets like the Khorasan 

carpet continue to project late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century orientalist and 

paternalistic perspectives in the texts that analyze them and the museums that exhibit 

them if they are presented at all. As European and North American museums of the 

twenty-first century reckon with their colonial pasts, they are attempting to reinvent 

and redefine museums through decolonizing and anti-racist strategies. If European and 

North American institutions want to continue their decolonizing efforts in relation to 

Middle Eastern cultures, they too must start to learn and grow by thinking critically 

about the ways they understand and interpret Iranian carpets. In this thesis, I re-

examine the history of this Khorasan carpet by recovering its story as it was shaped 
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during the seventeenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries in order to highlight the 

multiple imperialist legacies that led to its creation and its continued interpretation and 

to take a step away from the limited and problematic nature of its current 

interpretation. By doing so, I seek to not only show the historical value of this carpet, 

but also to take a step towards decolonizing Western material culture epistemologies 

about Iranian carpets. 

Before I summarize the thesis’ structure, I want to give a quick note on the 

methodology and the language used in this thesis. The research for this Khorasan 

carpet was methodologically difficult. Out of all nine Khorasan carpets in the world, I 

was fortunate enough to examine three in person: one at the Winterthur Museum in 

Delaware, one at the Calouste Gulbenkian Museum in Portugal, and a carpet fragment 

housed at the Textile Museum in Washington D.C. For the other Khorasan carpets, I 

reached out to the curators for information or insight they were willing to give. While 

it is likely that many of the points made in this thesis about this Khorasan carpet are 

applicable to the entire object class, the conclusions are primarily about Winterthur’s 

example. Additionally, in terms of the history of Iran and Iranian carpet weaving, due 

to language barriers some sources were out of my reach. Many of the primary sources 

I used consist of English translations. However, there are various sources in Persian, 

Italian, Portuguese, and other languages that I was not able to rely on. While I built my 

argument on the resources available to me, the sources from non-English speaking 

scholars might provide more insights. In order to fill in some of these gaps, I had 

many discussions with carpet scholars like Sumru Krody, carpet collectors like Sara 
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Rabinovic and Islamic history scholars like Rudi Matthee. If anything, this practice of 

working with other scholars taught me how carpet research in many ways is a 

cooperative effort. 

In terms of the project’s nomenclature, I decided to use the term “Iranian” to 

describe both the carpets and the culture under review. I only use the term “Persian” 

when talking about the language or when quoting texts. The reason that I chose 

“Iranian” over “Persian” has to do with their history and use. The word “Persia” 

distinguishes a region in southwestern Iran and the home to the empire’s founders.19 

However, Greek historians and then Western cultures primarily promoted and used 

this term to refer to the entire kingdom.20 “Iran” comes from the term “Aryan,” found 

in various ancient sources including Zoroastrian texts, the monotheistic pre-Islamic 

religion of Iran and reflects a linguistic and cultural identity that transcends 

geographical and imperial borders.21 It is not a reference to a particular race, but the 

Nazi regime in Germany appropriated the term for their own horrific use.22 In 1935, 

Reza Shah Pahlavi, the ruler of Iran at that time, requested that foreign delegates and 

 

 
19 M. Kamiar, “Country Name Calling: The Case of Iran vs. Persia,” American 

Geographical Society 49, no. 4 (2007): 4. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Bernard Lewis, “Iran in History,” in From Babel to Dragomans (Oxford University 

Press, 2004): 51. 

22 Kamiar, “Country Name Calling,” 7. 
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the League of Nations use the term ‘Iran’ in formal correspondence.23 In 1959 the 

government of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Reza’s son and successor, declared 

that the terms were interchangeable.24 However, this was after the 1941 United 

Kingdom-Soviet invasion, and the Iran Crisis, during which the Soviet Union 

continued to occupy Iran.25 There was immense external pressure and influence to use 

the term ‘Persia’ rather than ‘Iran.’ Today, the term Iran evokes a post-1979 Islamic 

Revolution Iran whereas Persia evokes any time prior to that. I have struggled with the 

decision of whether to use ‘Persia’ or ‘Iran,’ as most carpet scholars use the term 

‘Persia’ to refer to antique carpets from Iran and ‘Iranian’ for modern carpets. 

However, this distinction still relies on a long legacy of imperialist influence. Since 

the purpose of this thesis is to reveal those imperialist legacies as well as to take a step 

away from them, I choose to use the terms ‘Iran’ and ‘Iranian.’ However, to continue 

to highlight that imperialist legacy, when I quote from other texts, I will use the term 

‘Persia’ or ‘Persian’ as was used by that author.  

 This ethos is the same reason why I have decided to rename this carpet as a 

Khorasan carpet rather than continue to use the term ‘Portuguese’ carpet. While 

Portuguese or Europeans in seventeenth century Iran might have inspired its design, it 

 

 
23 Abdi Kamyar, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archaeology in 

Iran,” American Journal of Archaeology 105, no. 1 (2001): 63. 

24 Ibid., 65 

25 Ibid. 



 13 

references an attribution that is no longer accurate. Continuing to use the term 

“Portuguese carpet” invariably prefers European interactions rather than the Iranian 

culture that created it. I am renaming this carpet as a Khorasan carpet in reference to 

the north-eastern region of Iran where it was created. To be sure, this is a general term 

that covers a wide and diverse area of Iran, including several known carpet 

manufactories in Herat and Mashad. With further research, it might be possible to 

determine the factory where these Khorasan carpets were made. For the purposes of 

this thesis, I use the more general yet accurate term rather than perpetuate Western 

perspectives over the creation and interpretation of this carpet. 

 Finally, most of this thesis examines the impact of orientalism on this 

Khorasan carpet’s creation and interpretation. The term ‘Orientalism’ is an incredibly 

controversial and complex concept, especially in regard to Islamic art. In the 

nineteenth century, the term ‘orientalist’ referred to a scholar, usually European or 

American, working on the Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia, South Asia, East 

Asia, or Southeast Asia. It also described a particular painting style defined by 

imagined scenes of daily life in the East.26 This mindset and fascination continued 

culturally and politically from that period to the present day. Edward Said’s 

groundbreaking 1978 text, Orientalism, demonstrated how Western European and 

North American scholars of North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia have continually 

 

 
26 Cailah Jackson, “Persian Carpets and the South Kensington Museum,” Journal of 

Design History 30, no. 3 (2017), 265-281. 
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characterized Eastern races and cultures as the opposite of the West, in the process 

essentializing them as a culture devoid of reason. By doing so, he revealed how these 

scholars used these false characterizations to justify and perpetuate Western imperial 

and colonial agendas.27 Said’s work is widely influential to this day as it is credited as 

the founding work of postcolonial studies.28 Despite its influence, several scholars 

such as Robert Irwin, John M. MacKenzie, and Dennis Porter critiqued this work due 

to unsupportable claims of absolute European domination that disregarded the Middle 

Eastern and Asian imperial powers of the Ottoman, Iranian, and Mughal Empires.29 

When researching this Khorasan carpet, I encountered some evidence that rejects 

Said’s claims, but I found plenty more supporting his claims. While Said's work is 

limited and dated, it is the best framework to understand why the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century sources on this carpet interpret it through the lenses of essentialism 

and “otherness.” Thus, I use the term ‘orientalism’ in the way Said coined it and use 

‘scholars of North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia’ in reference to these nineteenth 

 

 
27 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978).  

28 Tariq Jazeel, “Orientalism and the Geographical Imagination,” Geography 97, no. 1 

(2012); Timothy Mitchell, “Orientalism and the Exhibitionary Order,” in The Art of 

Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed. Donald Preziosi (Oxford University Press, 

1998): 455-472. 

29 Robert Irwin, For Lust of Knowing: The Orientalists and their Enemies (London: 

Penguin Books, 2007); John M. MacKenzie Orientalism: History, theory, and the arts 

(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press and St. Martin’s Press, 

1995); Dennis Porter, “Orientalism and its problems,” in The Politics of Theory, ed. 

By Francis Barker et al. (Colchester: University of Essex, 1983). 
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century scholars. While I recognize that this phrase, ‘scholars of North Africa, the 

Middle East, and Asia,’ is clunky and awkward, I would rather use this than continue 

to perpetuate the Western imperialist legacy over the study of North African, Middle 

Eastern, and Asian cultures.  

 In the first chapter of this thesis, I approach the Khorasan carpet as a historical 

artifact by engaging with its complicated relationship with authenticity. I drew 

inspiration from Brian Graham, Greg Ashworth, and John Tunbridge’s book A 

Geography of Heritage: Power, Culture and Economy as well as Fiona McLean’s 

article “Introduction: Heritage and Identity” to provide a new model of authenticity 

that I call fluid authenticity.30 I define fluid authenticity as a model that centers the life 

and agency of the object taking under consideration its tangible and intangible changes 

over time. I apply this fluid model of authenticity to the Khorasan carpet by analyzing 

its material changes, design, and historical background. This analysis reveals the ways 

that authenticity in a Western traditional sense contributed to the limited available 

information about this carpet and relegated it artificially to a specific time and place. It 

also reveals the power dynamics woven into this carpet’s material form.  

Chapter two dives into the relationship between the materiality of the Khorasan 

carpet and the seventeenth century global networks that contributed to its creation. I 

 

 
30 Brian Graham, Greg Ashworth, and John Tunbridge, A Geography of Heritage: 

Power, Culture and Economy (London: Arnold, 2000); Fiona Mclean, “Introduction: 

Heritage and Identity” in International Journal of Heritage Studies 12, no. 2, 2006: 3–

7. 
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rely on Edward Cooke’s chapter on “Circulation and Interchange” in his book Global 

Objects: Toward a Connected Art History, as well as similar works like Martha 

Ajmar’s “The Renaissance in Material Culture: Material Mimesis as Force and 

Evidence of Globalization,” to fill in the gaps of the Khorasan carpet’s early 

provenance by examining the history of seventeenth century Iran and Iranian carpet 

weaving.31 This analysis not only reveals the seventeenth century imperialistic 

exchanges of the Safavid, Mughal, and other European empires, it also allows me to 

showcase the work of the previously known craftspeople who created this carpet.  

Finally, the third chapter examines how late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century American and European scholars and businesspeople implemented imperial 

control over the Iranian carpet industry and how an emergent industrial imperialism 

influenced the Khorasan carpet’s interest and interpretation in the United States and 

Europe. I define industrial imperialism in relation to this carpet as European and 

American domination over the antique and new Iranian carpet industry. I draw on the 

theoretical concepts examined in a variety of sources, such as Nicholas Thomas’ book, 

Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific, Chris 

Gosden’s book chapter, “On His Todd: Material Culture and Colonialism,” and 

 

 
31 Edward S. Cooke, “Circulation and Interchange,” in Global Objects: Toward a 

Connected Art History (Princeton University Press: 2022): 100-147; Marta Ajmar, 

“The Renaissance in Material Culture: Material Mimesis as Force and Evidence of 

Globalization” In The Routledge Handbook of Archaeology and Globalization, ed. 

Tamar Hodos and Alexander Geurds. (London; New York: Routledge Handbooks, 

2017), 669-687 . https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315449005. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315449005
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Carmen Belmonte and Laura Moure Cecchini’s article, “Critical Issues in the Study of 

Visual and Material Culture of Italian Colonialism,” in order to unpack the impact of 

colonial and imperialist power within material culture studies on the Khorasan 

carpet.32 By doing so, I show how European and American carpet scholars centered 

Western superiority over Iranian culture and people over the actual history of Iran and 

the Iranian carpet industry. Further, I examine how Henry Francis du Pont and 

Winterthur perpetuated these orientalist interpretations through the exhibition or use of 

this Khorasan carpet. My intention here is not to shame the institution, for it is not the 

only one that perpetuated outdated and harmful stereotypes through the interpretation 

of Iranian carpets. Rather, I draw attention to the problem so that we as museum 

professionals can learn from these errors and change our practices to better represent 

the life of this object and the culture that created it. To that end, let us begin our 

journey of learning and growing together.

 

 

 
32 Nicholas Thomas Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism 

in the Pacific (Harvard University Press: 1991); Chris Gosden, “On His Todd: 

Material Culture and Colonialism,” In Hunting the Gatherers: Ethnographic 

Collectors, Agents and Agency in Melanesia, 1870s-1930s, ed. Michael O’Hanlon and 

Robert Louis Welsch, (Berghahn Books: 2022): 227–50;  Carmen Belmonte and Laura 

Moure Cecchini, “Introduction: Critical Issues in the Study of Visual and Material 

Culture of Italian Colonialism,” Modern Italy 27, no. 4 (November 2022): 327–

50. https://doi.org/10.1017/mit.2022.38. 
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Chapter 2 

AUTHENTICITY 

Our journey begins with Winterthur’s problematic relationship with 

authenticity. The UNESCO World Heritage operational guidelines dictate that 

properties or objects must meet eight attributes that credibly and truthfully align with 

the cultural values from which that object came from in order to be considered 

authentic. 33 After the 1994 Nara Conference on Authenticity, heritage scholars 

incorporated intangible factors, such as spirit and feeling, to the definition of 

authenticity. However, scholars like Anke Hein and Christopher J. Foster discussed 

how in practice, this list of attributes is usually implemented using a Western 

dominant understanding of authenticity in which originality of material and design 

take precedent over intangible factors like culture.34 Many scholars advocate a broader 

definition of authenticity that highlights its relativity and contextuality, thereby 

 

 
33 These eight attributes are form and design; materials and substance; use and 

function; traditions, techniques and management systems; location and setting; 

language, and other forms of intangible heritage; spirit and feeling; and other internal 

and external forces. Intergovernmental Committee For the Protection of the World 

Cultural and Natural Heritage, Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 

World Heritage Convention, World Heritage Centre, September 24, 2023: 30-31. 

34 Anke Hein and Christopher J. Foster, “Introduction” in Understanding Authenticity 

in Chinese Cultural Heritage (Routledge, 2023): 1-18.  
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revealing the power dynamics surrounding that term.35 This Khorasan carpet’s life and 

agency is much more complex than what more traditional concepts of authenticity 

seek to attest. Applying a traditional framework of authenticity relegates this carpet 

artificially to a particular place and time when, given its history, it is an object that has 

undergone numerous changes of material, design, and even the culture it seeks to 

represent. It requires a fluid model of authenticity, a model that accepts the changes to 

its tangible and intangible factors like materials, design, and cultural context as 

genuine to the life and agency of this Khorasan carpet. In this chapter, my argument is 

twofold: first, applying this fluid model of authenticity to this carpet – and for that 

matter this particular carpet’s object class – helps reconcile the peculiarities associated 

with this particular kind of carpet. Second, without artificially limiting or manipulating 

its history and foregrounding the carpet’s material biography rather than that of those 

who encountered it, the framework of a fluid model of authenticity reveals several 

power dynamics woven into this carpet’s material form.  

 

 

 

 
35 Gaynor Bagnall, “Performance and Performativity at Heritage Sites” in Museum 

and Society 1, no.2, (2015): 87–103; Brian Graham, Greg Ashworth, and John 

Tunbridge, A Geography of Heritage: Power, Culture and Economy (Arnold, 2000); 

Fiona McLean, “Introduction: Heritage and Identity” in International Journal of 

Heritage Studies 12, no. 2, (2006): 3–7. 
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Material Authenticity 

 

 Carpet scholars are trained to authenticate carpets first by looking for the 

weave structure. Piled carpets have knots where yarn is wrapped around the vertical 

warp and horizontal weft threads. Some are symmetrically knotted, meaning they wrap 

around two warp threads to create a secure loop (Figure 2). Some are asymmetrically 

knotted, where the yarn is only wrapped around one warp thread while the other 

passes under the second warp thread and pulled through on the other side (Figure 3). 

Piled carpets from the northeastern region of Iran called Khorasan are traditionally 

made with a type of asymmetrical knot called a jufti knot. The jufti knot differs 

slightly from a regular asymmetrical knot because instead of wrapping the yarn around 

two warp threads, the yarn is wrapped around four or more (Figure 4). Asymmetrical 

knots are not as stable as symmetrical knots and jufti knots are even weaker than 

asymmetrical knots. Because of this weak structure, this Khorasan carpet suffered 

many losses over time, which necessitated extensive repairs. Ultraviolet-induced 

visible luminescence (UV) reveals that this carpet underwent multiple reweaving 

campaigns, especially in the center of the sawtooth diamond medallion and the 

strapwork on the borders (Figure 5).  

While some areas of Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet show new knots applied to 

the original ground fabric, there are also entire patches applied to large areas. Most 

carpet researchers ignore the reweaving campaigns used to restore carpets because 

they are usually trying to study the original material and production methods. 
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However, this Khorasan carpet has so many rewoven elements that under regular light, 

it is extremely difficult to determine which portions of the carpet are “original” versus 

“rewoven.” Evoking the philosophical paradox of the Ship of Theseus, this carpet is 

problematic if following a traditional understanding of material authenticity that is 

intertwined with the notion of integrity.36 At best, any interpretations made without 

the patches in mind present a limited understanding of this carpet’s history that 

focuses only on its role in seventeenth century Iranian society. At worst, the number of 

reweaving campaigns deters researchers from studying this carpet, thereby preventing 

any new information coming to light. However, within the parameters of a fluid model 

of authenticity, the need for reweaving campaigns speaks to the presence of the jufti 

knot and opens up questions about when and where the carpet received its patches. 

Therefore, a fluid model of authenticity tied to the life of this carpet is necessary for its 

realistic interpretation.  

  When taken out of the traditional framework for authenticity, the patches of 

this Khorasan carpet provide an extended history of its involvement in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century antique carpet trade. Even with UV light, the 

total amount of patches and their installation remain unknown. However, the catalogue 

 

 
36 The Ship of Theseus is a philosophical paradox proposed by Plutarch and then 

extended by Thomas Hobbes asking the question if each piece of the object is replaced 

over time, is it still the same object and if it is no longer the same object, when did it 

stop being the original. Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives, trns. By Bernadotte Perrin (Harvard 

University Press: 1967), 3-87; Thomas Hobbes, Elements of philosophy, The first 

section, concerning body (Printed by R. & W. Leybourn: 1656), 100-101. 
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from the 1923 sale of the Carl Robert Lamm Collection from Näsby Castle, Sweden at 

the assembly hall of the American Art Galleries in New York provides some clues. 

This catalogue has a picture of the Khorasan carpet that shows that it underwent 

reweaving campaigns to at least some portions of the strapwork and center medallion 

before Henry Francis du Pont acquired it (Figure 6).37 Lamm bought this carpet from 

Frederik Robert Martin, a significant late nineteenth century Swedish diplomat and 

collector of Islamic art. His diplomatic work brought him to Constantinople (modern-

day Istanbul) where he purchased most of his Islamic carpet collection, including this 

Khorasan example. His collecting culminated in A History of Oriental Carpets Before 

1800 in which he claims that the carpet showed these rewoven elements at the time of 

purchase in 1896.38 Considering this information, it is likely that the reweaving 

campaigns took place in the nineteenth century in an area invested in the carpet trade, 

namely Constantinople, Iran, or Azerbaijan. In this case, these patches present 

themselves as new additions catering to the contemporaneous demands of the carpet 

trade during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This time, also known as 

the Iranian carpet boom, marked a period when the production of carpets in the Middle 

East increased due to the international popularization and financial accessibility of 

 

 
37 American Art Galleries, The Very Notable Collection of Mr. Carl Robert Lamm, 

1923, number 984, http://archive.org/details/b1497259. 

38 Fredrik Robert Martin, A History of Oriental Carpets Before 1800, (The Printing 

Office of the Imperial Royal Austrian Court and State in Vienna, 1908): 

60, http://archive.org/details/historyoriental00mart. 
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both antique and contemporary Middle Eastern carpets.39 These patches represent a 

time when carpets from the Middle East were at peak popularity. If analysis of this 

carpet adhered to a traditional sense of authenticity, all of this information would not 

count as authentic to the Khorasan carpet’s original conception. With a fluid 

authenticity tied to the agency of the object, this broader history becomes visible. 

 The knot count of the patches presents another telling aspect about the 

Khorasan carpet’s relationship to authenticity. When the patches are compared to the 

presumed older portions, the designs in the patches appear more linear than the 

curvilinear elements of the fragments. This is particularly evident when comparing the 

inner and outer guards or straps (Figure 7). The flowers in the outer strap appear 

geometric whereas the inner straps are more curvilinear. A geometric design occurs in 

piled carpets when fewer knots are used to create the design per square decimeter of 

fabric.40 Thus, these rewoven elements as part of the outer strap have a lower knot 

count than those of the inner strap. Considering this difference of knot count, why did 

the people who created the rewoven patches decide not to match the presumed older 

curvilinear design? The reasoning lies with the demand for Middle Eastern carpets in 

 

 
39 Irene A. Bierman, “Oriental Rugs of the Pacific Northwest 1850-1930,” The Warp 

and Weft of Islam, ed. J. L. Bacharach and Bierman, Seattle, 1978, 53-57;  Eric. J. 

Hobsbawn, Industry and Empire (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1970): 160; 

Annette Ittig, “The Kirmani Boom: A Study 

in Carpet Entrepreneurship,” Oriental Carpet and Textile Studies 1 (1985): 111-123. 

40 Walter Denny, How to Read Islamic Carpets (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2014): 23-24. 
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the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As demand for these carpets rose, Iranian 

capital was not sufficient to satisfy the new international demand for both antique and 

contemporaneous carpets. Iranian investors, international traders from Iran known as 

tojjār, merchant bankers known as sarrāfs, Azerbaijani wholesalers, and most 

significantly, Western importers filled this gap.41 These investors wanted to make as 

much of a profit as they could by limiting the amount of work and supplies necessary 

to achieve the final product, whether that be in creating an entirely new carpet or in 

fixing portions of antique carpets. Achieving a more curvilinear design in a knotted 

pile carpet requires time and materials rather than advanced artistic techniques. With 

the context of both knotting practices and the Iranian carpet trade in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, these factors show that the suppliers of this Khorasan carpet 

capitalized on the popularity of carpets at this time. Rather than restore it as close to 

the “original” portion as possible, their priority focused on restoring this carpet to an 

acceptable state for sale on the international market. Prioritizing profit over design 

complexity indicates a shift in the balance between artistic quality and economic 

value. In a traditional understanding of material authenticity, this relationship between 

artistic quality and economic value in the Khorasan carpet is not present because 

traditional authenticity ignores the patches. Taking a more fluid approach to 

authenticity allows for this shift in the history of this carpet. 

 

 
41 Ittig, “The Kirmani Boom: A Study in Carpet Entrepreneurship,” 122. 
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 Finally, the dyes used in the patches versus the older portions provides another 

complicating factor when discussing this Khorasan carpet’s authenticity. The various 

dyes and mordants used in textiles made of vegetable, animal, and mineral products 

distinguished Iran among other countries in their knowledge and use of dyestuffs. The 

Winterthur Khorasan carpet has a color palette consisting of approximately twelve 

different colors, not including the reweaving campaigns.42 The blue and red colors 

popular in Iranian carpets most likely came from imported Indian indigo and laq.43 

However, the varying shades of yellow, green, brown, and tan likely came from local 

stuffs, such as walnut husks, oak bark, pomegranate rind, straw, vine leaves, and a 

flower called esparak, commonly known as the Harlequin Flower.44 With the onset of 

the Iranian carpet boom at the end of the nineteenth century, international and Iranian 

carpet producers faced a huge demand with a small supply. To meet demand, some 

carpet producers started using artificial dyes.45 Due to the corrosive nature of early 

 

 
42 The color pattern consists of mustard yellow, white, bright blue, pale green, purple-

red, dark indigo, dark green, pale orange, dark brown, tan, light brown, and yellow-

green. 

43 A. Cecil Edwards, The Iranian Carpet: A Survey of the Carpet-Weaving Industry of 

Iran (Gerald Duckworth & Cp., Limited, 1960): 33. 

44 Ibid., 30 

45 After several German chemists individually discovered aniline dyes in the second 

quarter of the nineteenth century, William Henry Perkin discovered and patented a 

way to manufacture these dyes commercially in 1857. This led to an explosion of 

research dedicated to the development of these new dyes. The term ‘aniline dye’ 

originally referred to how Perkin’s dye was synthesized by the oxidation of impure 
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artificial dyes, these dyes made carpets less durable, leading the Iranian government to 

ban their use in 1877.46 The Khorasan carpet shows evidence of the use of these dyes 

in the patches. Under ultraviolet-induced visible luminescence, the electrons of 

different chemical substances used in the fabric dyes are “excited” and produce 

different colors depending on their elemental makeup. If the colors appear very bright 

or very dark, this indicates that the reweavers used artificial dyes.47 The center of the 

sawtooth medallion of the Khorasan carpet shows patches that appear bright orange or 

pink under UV light and parts of the strap appear dark brown (Figure 5). This would 

not appear unusual if there were any reports of modern conservation treatments. 

However, due to the previous note of its restoration in the Middle East and that there 

are no files on record of any restoration campaigns performed at Winterthur, the 

source of these artificial dye patches likely came from the reweaving campaign that 

took place in the Middle East. Within a traditional material authenticity framework, 

this complex history is lost since it is only apparent with the presence of these patches. 

 

 

aniline by cold acidic potassium dichromate. Although these dyes proliferated in 

European textile production in the late nineteenth century, it was not as well liked as 

vegetable dyes because it faded quickly. Wt Johnston, “The discovery of aniline and 
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47 Harrison Biggs et als. “Investigating Color in Roman Egypt.” Investigating Color in 
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A fluid understanding of material authenticity that takes this into consideration opens 

avenues of interpretation that incorporate the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

 

Design Authenticity 

 

 Just as a fluid authenticity model applied to the Khorasan carpet’s material 

unpacks part of its complex history, this fluid authenticity model is also well suited to 

explain this carpet’s design. In its most general sense, the design is authentic to the 

carpet arts tradition of the seventeenth century Safavid Iranian Empire. The Safavid 

Dynasty rose to power in 1501 when Shah Esmā’il defeated the Azerbaijani Āq 

Qoyunlu in the Battle of Šarur.48 The Safavid period began a new and stable period of 

political, economic, and artistic relations both domestically and globally. Of particular 

importance was the reign of Shah ‘Abbās I (r. 1587-1629), who ushered in the golden 

age of Iranian weaving in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.49 One of the major 

changes Shah ‘Abbās I made was that he reorganized weaving workshops or 

kharkaneh.50 Where the kitabkaneh of the Timurid period started the transformation of 

carpetmaking from a rural craft to an urban industry, Shah ‘Abbās I in the Safavid 

 

 
48 Susan Day, Great Carpets of the World (The Vendome Press, 1996): 116. 

49 Ibid., 118. 

50 Unlike the conquered and enslaved artists of the kitabkaneh from the Timurid 

period, the artists in kharkaneh received pensions and sick pay. Ibid. 
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period pushed this even further, setting up kharkaneh in Kashan, Mashhad, Astarabad, 

Gilan, and in the new capital of Isfahan.51 In turn, he also sponsored religious and 

secular building and refurbishing programs in most major cities, providing support to 

those in the artistic trades and developing these trades into a royal-owned enterprise.52 

Besides restructuring the carpet industry into a national commercial enterprise, Shah 

‘Abbās I also established new international trade relations with European nations. 

Prior to European trade expansion, Iran had a well-established economic overland 

trade system with Central Asia, but at the end of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese 

circumnavigated Africa, opening new trade between Iran, Portugal, and other 

European nations.  

The restructuring of the arts into kharkanehs and the increased global trade led 

to an expansion and establishment of popular patterns for local and international 

markets. In general, Iranian carpets had centralized field patterns with endless repeats 

consisting of either cartouches or floral ornament.53 The central medallion designs of 

the Timurid period continued into the Safavid period with corner spandrels most often 

containing repeat patterns. Of equal popularity were “repeating floral compositions 

based on an underlying grid system, composed of spiral arabesques ornamented with 
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52Leonard M. Helfgott, Ties that Bind (Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994): 52. 

53 Day, Great Carpets of the World, 119. 
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floral and foliate motifs which develop from a medial axis.”54 Additionally, the 

borders of both the medallion and the repeating floral carpets often have complex 

floral arrangements. One type of carpet popular with European and Iranian elites were 

Polonaise carpets, consisting of floral motifs in a silk pile highlighted with gold and 

silver brocading (Figure 8).55 At a macroscopic level, the Khorasan carpet fits a 

traditional design authenticity tethered to the similar motifs found in several Iranian 

carpet weaving traditions. However, this is a generalized connection that ignores the 

complicated aspects of the design in the corner spandrels of this Khorasan carpet and 

to the object class. A more fluid definition of authenticity is necessary to understand 

this carpet and its peers. 

Design authenticity typically privileges “original meaning” or the intentions of 

the artist. The meaning of this design remains a mystery. The Khorasan carpet’s 

overall design is similar in structure to other central medallion carpets of seventeenth 

century Iran, such as the Silk Medallion from Kashan (Figure 9). What is left of the 

outer and inner guards contains a floral garland with palmettes, rosettes, and flower 

buds on a faded yellow or tan background.56 The inner border shows indigo blue 

 

 
54 Ibid. 

55 “Polonaise Carpet.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Collections, Accessed Dec. 

17, 2023, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451025. 

56 Floral motifs were popular in most Iranian carpets. The 15th sura of the Quran states 
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beautiful carpets.” Day, Great Carpets of the World: 119. 
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arabesque vine-like strapwork containing more flower bands. Within some of the oval 

strapwork resides more palmettes, all on a red background. The design of the four 

spandrels or corners inspired the Khorasan carpet class’s previous name of a 

‘Portuguese’ carpet (Figure 10). These corners contain a maritime scene depicting 

figures in sixteenth century European dress sailing a sixteenth century style European 

vessel. On a background pattern of thick blue and thin white wavy lines representing 

water, these figures sail past fish, a sea monster, and another figure reaching up out of 

the water. Previous carpet scholars named these ‘Portuguese’ carpets because the 

vessels looked similar to Portuguese square-sail caravels of the sixteenth century and 

common sixteenth century Portuguese fashion consisting of toques or plumed hats and 

starched frill collars or ruffs (Figures 11 & 12).57 However, the sail and dress were 

generic enough in Europe during this time that these could depict any European 

vessels and clothing.  

To this day, a well-accepted interpretation of this maritime scene does not 

exist. Some scholars postulated that these depict the story of Jonah and the Whale.58 

The story of Jonah and the Whale as mentioned in the Qur’an was a popular story in 
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Iran and was frequently illustrated in manuscripts (Figure 13).59 Significantly, these 

depictions usually contain a gourd tree in reference to the protection Allah gave Jonah 

after the Whale spit him up. While the Khorasan carpet’s scene could depict the 

moments before the Whale swallowed Jonah, this interpretation is unlikely because it 

does not follow the usual Iranian artistic tradition.  

Another significant theory is that a miniature painting from 1537 called “The 

Death of Bahadur Shah, Sultan of Gujarat, While Visiting the Portuguese Fleet” by an 

artist named Lal inspired the Khorasan carpet’s spandrel design (Figure 14).60 This 

miniature depicts Bahadur Shah, the leader of the Gujarat Sultanate of India from 

1526 to 1535, in the ocean with his hands raised while many Portuguese vessels sail 

around him and his crew.61 Charles Grant Ellis made his misattribution of the 

Khorasan carpet’s manufacturing location to the Portuguese colony of Goa in Gujarat, 

India based on this design source. Exploring the knot structure and material of the 

Khorasan carpet class, carpet scholar Stephen Cohen attributed these carpets to the 

northeastern region of Iran rather than in Gujarat India. As a result, it is unlikely that 

the corner scenes depict the Death of Bahadur Shah. Based on the lack of information, 
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it may be impossible to determine the exact design source of this Khorasan carpet and 

its peers. That does not mean that this design is inauthentic, but rather that design 

authentication of this carpet requires understanding the broader history of Iran in the 

seventeenth century. At this time, Iran was a central hub between Europe and the rest 

of Asia in the travel and trade of the Silk Road. As overland trade flourished with 

India for over a century, Iran also gained more influence in international trade with 

European nations in the seventeenth century. It was not uncommon for these trade 

networks to influence artistic themes. While the specific interpretation of the corner 

scenes remains a mystery, in general it reflects the relevancy of trade routes as design 

source inspiration. Therefore, while a strict definition of authenticity still considers 

this design a mystery, fluid authenticity takes into consideration the broader world 

context that inspired the creation of this carpet. 

Finally, the design authenticity of the Khorasan carpet is further complicated 

by extant design variations for this group of carpets. Today, there are only nine 

Khorasan carpets with maritime scene spandrels in existence. Six of these carpets 

contain scenes with two ships, flame-like sawtooth medallions, and birds while the 

other three have one ship, diamond-shaped medallions, and no birds. However, there 

are thirteen examples of carpets that show very similar characteristics to both types 

with a few significant differences. First, these carpets generally do not have these 

maritime scenes. Some examples from the Textile Museum and the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art (Met) have a large sickle leaf in the corners surrounded by animals 

and flowers on a blue and white striped background (Figure 15 & 16). While the 
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Textile Museum’s example is attributed to the twentieth century and the Met’s 

example to the late seventeenth or eighteenth century, most of the extant examples are 

contemporaneous to the original nine Khorasan carpets.62 Additionally, these carpets 

came from several different places. Two are likely from Anatolia or Kurdistan, three 

made with silk and silver thread are from Isfahan in Iran, one is likely from Lahore in 

India, and seven are from Azerbaijan.63 Even though there are more types of these 

carpets than the Khorasan carpet, these carpets are often considered reproductions or 

“knock offs.” In this case, there is no clear understanding of what an “authentic” 

design would be. With no clear date assigned to the Khorasan design, we cannot 

achieve a strict understanding of design authenticity. A fluid authenticity that 

incorporates the maritime scenes and the other scenes provides a much more nuanced 

understanding of this object class. It indicates that this design pattern influenced -- and 

was influenced by -- other carpet design sources outside of the Safavid Empire. As a 

result, it indicates that this Khorasan carpet and its design class are authentic to the 

networks of culture and style influencing other carpet weavers across imperial borders. 

Cultural Authenticity 
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 While the Khorasan carpet’s material and design do not conform to a 

traditional model of authenticity, in a general sense it is authentic to the carpet 

production tradition of Iran in the seventeenth century. When considering cultural 

authenticity, or an accurate representation of Iran’s cultures, this carpet reveals that 

authenticity, when implemented by European and American interests in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, is tied to elite representation and rarity rather 

than to a wholistic representation of seventeenth-century Iran’s diverse people and 

cultures. As vast military conflicts changed the geography of Iran, the population 

remained relatively consistent, though still very diverse. The geography and climate of 

Iran varied from region to region. The northeastern region of Khorasan and most of 

the northwestern region of Iran had a surplus of precipitation, making it humid for part 

of the year. The rest of Iran was dry and arid.64 Considering the diverse environment 

and climate, most of the country’s population practiced either sedentary agricultural 

production or pastoral nomadism, moving their livestock seasonally to fresh 

pastures.65 The minority of the population lived in urban environments as merchants, 

artisans, and administrators of the Safavid Dynasty. Since the majority of the 

population participated in agricultural and pastoral labor, Iran was primarily an 

 

 
64 Muhammad Hasan Ganji, “Climates of Iran,” Bulletin de la Société de Géographie 

d’Egypte 28 (1955), 195-299. 

65 Jean de Thâevenot, The Travels of Monsieur de Thevenot into the Levant, trans. 

Archibald Lovell (Printed by H. Clark, for H. Faithorne, J. Adamson, C. Skegnes, and 

T. Newborough, 1686): 128. 



 35 

agricultural subsistence economy, relying for their survival on the byproducts of their 

labor.  

Despite a clear division between rural and urban populations, most Iranians 

wove due to the accessibility of materials and training. Using the raw materials 

produced on their farms and creating a simple horizontal loom out of wood beams and 

ropes, the women of rural agricultural populations wove carpets for their households. 

These carpets, referred to as village or tribal carpets, differ from court carpets by 

exhibiting traditional designs characteristic of nomadic and semi-nomadic groups 

(Figure 17).66 For example, this Afshar carpet came from the semi-nomadic Turkic 

Afshar tribe of southeastern Iran and depicts classic geometric designs typical of this 

group. At the same time, urban artisans wove carpets in their city environments both 

for personal and commercial use. Even Shah ‘Abbās I expressed pride in his and 

Iranian weaving.67 While weaving was universal amongst Iranians in the seventeenth 

century, the complex design of the Khorasan carpet signifies a court workshop 

produced it. These workshops produced carpets intended for royalty, wealthy Iranian 

individuals, and those outside the country with sufficient funds to afford them. This 

Khorasan carpet housed at the Winterthur Museum reflects the taste of Iranian elites 
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from urban environments who were the minority of the Iranian population in the 

seventeenth century. Even though it fits in a generalized understanding of cultural 

authenticity related to the practice of carpet weaving in Iran, this is not representative 

of the vast majority of Iranian culture. As such, this Khorasan carpet reveals that a 

traditional understanding of authenticity prioritizes rarity over representation, valuing 

the history of urban elites over that of the average Iranian in the seventeenth century. 

The notion of rarity in relation to authenticity came directly from the Iranian 

carpet boom in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Because only nine 

Khorasan carpets with maritime scenes exist in the world (to the best of my 

knowledge), Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet was popular amongst collectors and carpet 

scholars in the early twentieth century. When describing these carpets and other 

Middle Eastern carpets in auction and exhibition catalogs, carpet collectors and 

museum professionals often provided orientalist interpretations typical of the period. 

In Fredrik Robert Martin’s A History of Oriental Carpets Before 1800, Martin 

described how he bought this carpet in Constantinople and how it had “come from 

Persia, where it had served as a hanging for a Mosque portal.”68 The Qur’an provides 

several verses that condemn idolatry, including Surah 7 verse 19, which states, “Allah 

admonishes the idolators who worshipped idols, rivals and images besides Him, 

although these objects were created by Allah, and neither own anything nor can they 
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bring harm or benefit.”69 Due to religious fervor, the implication of this is that 

religious spaces prohibit the display of Islamic art containing figures of humans or 

animals. While it is common to see animals and humans in secular art, displaying the 

Khorasan carpet in a formal religious space like a Mosque would be considered 

blasphemous. Therefore, it is unlikely that Martin’s comment is true.  

Similarly, the auction catalogue from the 1923 Lamm Collection auction stated 

that this carpet “was originally in the Royal Persian Collection and the penalty for the 

possession of a similar carpet by a private person was death.”70 These statements are 

not only blatantly inaccurate and racist representations of Iranian culture in the 

seventeenth or nineteenth centuries, but they also show the orientalist assumptions 

about Middle Eastern cultures typical of early twentieth century European and North 

American collectors and scholars. Archaeological excavations in Greece, 

Mesopotamia, and Turkey at the start of the nineteenth century captured the 

ideological and moral imagination of European understanding of the classical world 

and influenced European aesthetic tastes.71 These recovered artifacts represented to 

Western perspectives a triumph over barbarity that they believed persisted in Arab, 

Turkish, and Iranian societies. As the Industrial Revolution and colonialism 
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intensified, the Euro-centric world economy incorporated more parts of Asia, thereby 

exposing Europeans and North Americans to Middle Eastern society. In doing so, they 

reinforced their Western perception of Middle Eastern social decay, leading to a 

fascination with Arab, Turkish, and Iranian life that they believed was decadent, lusty, 

and primitive.72 Taking this context into consideration, the comments on this carpet 

reveal that white collectors’ fetishization and exoticization of the Middle East defined 

authenticity, not actual representation of Iranian culture. And because wealthy 

investors like Lamm and Martin fueled the Iranian carpet industry, this fetishized 

definition of authenticity prevailed. 

Conclusion 

 

Examining the particulars of this Khorasan carpet both reveals the problematic 

nature of concepts of authenticity and why implementing a fluid understanding of 

authenticity is essential to understanding this carpet. It also reveals the power 

dynamics at play in defining what is and is not authentic. Reweaving campaigns are 

traditionally ignored in carpet studies when thinking about material authenticity, but a 

fluid understanding of authenticity allows for the broader context that these patches 

provide. A strict understanding of design authenticity focuses solely on carpets with 

maritime scenes, but a fluid understanding of design authenticity takes into 

 

 
72 Helfgott, Ties that Bind, 96. 



 39 

consideration the other floral and geometric designs and supplies context on the 

transference of designs across national borders. Finally, the elitist context of this 

Khorasan carpet and the overall fetishization of Middle Eastern cultures by carpet 

scholars and collectors in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reveals that a 

traditional understanding of authenticity derives its definition from ideas of rarity and 

prejudice rather than representation. With these concepts in mind, this Khorasan carpet 

shows that a fluid authenticity tied to the life of the carpet allows for a comprehensive 

understanding of the world that produced it. 
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Chapter 3 

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY GLOBAL NETWORKS OF EMPIRES 

 

Applying a fluid model of authenticity to the Winterthur Khorasan carpet ties 

its authenticity to its life rather than to a particular place and time. Doing so accepts 

the problems associated with its materials, design, and history and provides an 

opportunity to comprehensively examine the world that produced it. However, this 

Khorasan carpet and the others of this object class usually have limited and confusing 

provenance that only dates to the late nineteenth century. Despite wide acceptance of 

Stephen Cohen’s argument that the Khorasan region of Iran produced these carpets 

rather than Charles Grant Ellis’ attribution to Gujarat, India, debates persist over 

whether these carpets were originally from India or Iran. With limited provenance 

information available for Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet, it may be impossible to tell 

exactly where this was made or who made it. Even if we could determine a definitive 

production location, it would not capture the multiple spatial connections that 

influenced this carpet’s creation. Iranian weavers created this Khorasan carpet in the 

seventeenth century, a time when many empires including Iran played a significant 

role in global trade, especially in relation to India, Portugal, England, and the 

Netherland. These global connections impacted the materials used, especially the 

dyestuffs and fibers, and influenced the maritime designs. Even though most of the 
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craftspeople in these different empires never knew or communicated with each other, 

they imbedded these cross-cultural connections within various objects of this time. 

The creation of the so-called reproduction carpets of the Khorasan carpet in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries provides insight into how the design moved 

westward. As an object completely impacted by global connections, it is crucial to 

study the influences of these connections in the creation and interpretation of this 

carpet. Doing so not only helps answer the questions that this carpet provokes, but it 

also renders visible the previously known weavers who created this carpet. In this 

chapter, I argue that with limited provenance information available, an analysis of the 

Khorasan carpet’s spatial connections is the only way to accurately capture the life of 

this carpet and other carpets of this style in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

By taking this approach, I not only showcase the carpet’s imbrication in global 

networks but also highlight the work of the previously known craftspeople who 

created this carpet. 

Material Exchanges 

 

Analysis of the Khorasan carpet’s dyestuffs and Iran’s trade network with 

India in the seventeenth century reveals nuanced connection and influence between the 

two nations in the creation of this carpet. Iran and India had a trade relationship that 
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dated as far back as to the end of the second millennium BCE.73 The Khorasan 

carpet’s creation in the seventeenth century corresponds with significant migratory 

and trade interactions between the Safavid Dynasty of Iran and the Mughal dynasty of 

India beginning in the middle of the sixteenth century. When rivals from Afghanistan 

exiled Homāyun Pādšāh, the successor to the Mughal dynasty, in 1539, he found 

refuge in the Safavid court.74 When he recaptured Northern India in 1555, he 

introduced Iranian culture and art within Mughal culture by bringing back Iranian 

artists and academics.75 At the same time, Safavid Iran was not as resource rich as 

Mughal Iran.76 With new interest within Mughal India and the Safavid Iranian need 

for certain resources, trade between India and Iran flourished in the mid-sixteenth 

century. Some of the raw materials Iran imported from India included dyestuffs. 

English merchants Edward Pettus and Thomas Barker in 1618 noted gumlack, lac for 

short, and indigo were important commodities in Iran from India.77 Both resources 
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were highly coveted globally for their ability to produce fast red and blue textiles. I 

demonstrated in the previous chapter that a significant portion of this Khorasan carpet 

consists of blue and red dye, implying the use of lac and indigo. Due to time 

constraints, additional scientific testing was not possible and it is unclear whether or 

not the dyestuffs are in fact indigo and lac. None the less, the carpet’s materials 

strongly resonate with what Martha Ajmar, a Renaissance and Early Modern specialist 

in global material culture, identified as patterns of material mimesis.78 Ajmar argued 

that some artwork imitates the materials and technologies of another piece of art from 

a different location.79 The presence of mimetic materials or design highlights cross-

cultural exchanges. 80 Red and blue portions of the Khorasan carpet mime colors 

produced by lac and indigo, indicating the influence of these desirable dyes, regardless 

of their actual origin. The carpet visually signals how the craftspeople who created it 

engaged in the material language of popular textile dye colors in Iran, India, and other 

areas of the world in the seventeenth century. A wider global analysis emphasizes this 

important exchange influence. The Khorasan carpet’s dyes and the context of trade 
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between India and Iran in the seventeenth century reveals the global connections of 

material influence. 

An examination of the Khorasan carpet within a global network context 

explains its fiber content as well as its dyes. Some carpet scholars consider the Safavid 

Dynasty (1501-1739) the golden age of Iranian carpets due to the incredible skills of 

the artists working with silk and metal threads. It is also the period when trade and 

diplomatic relations increased. The late sixteenth and early seventeenth century ruler 

of the Safavid Dynasty, Shah ‘Abbās I (r.1588-1629) established stronger diplomatic 

relations with European nations. Iran’s trade networks with England through the East 

India Trade Company (EIC) and the Netherlands through the Dutch East India 

Company (VOC) were important in the seventeenth century. With the increase in 

international trade, many European travelers commented on silk carpets as the 

pinnacle of carpet weaving. Samual Purchas, an English Anglican cleric and writer, 

recorded in his 1614 book Purchas His Pilgrimes that “the chiefe Commodities of 

Persia are Raw-silke” including “carpets of all sorts, Silke and Gold, Silke and Silver, 

halfe Silke halfe Cotton, &c.”81 While this interest persisted for silk carpets and other 

textiles throughout the first three quarters of the seventeenth century, by the end most 

European nations started buying silk goods from other places. Seventeenth century 
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French merchant and traveler, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, noted in his 1678 book, The 

Six Voyages, that “formerly great quantities of Velvets, Tissues, and Taffata’s [sic] 

were transported out of Persia into these parts: but now we make them better and 

cheaper in Europe.”82 Despite European interest in Iran’s silk carpets, the Iranian price 

tag meant European nations always sought similar goods but at a cheaper price usually 

produced in Europe. 

To meet this demand competition, Iranian international merchants and carpet 

weavers for the international market adapted their carpets by using wool rather than 

silk. Table 1 shows the number of wool and silk Iranian carpets the VOC bought per 

year in Dutch florins between 1651 and 1666 as well as their next destinations.83 As 

the data suggests, except for one major bulk order of 111 woolen and 2 silk carpets in 

1651, orders consisted of small bulk invoices involving wool carpets, usually between 

25 and 100 per year. Portrait painters show that these wool carpets permeated 

European culture. As carpets arrived in the Netherlands, portraits included them as 

background furniture as illustrated in Gerrit Duyckinck’s Portrait of an Unknown 
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Woman (Figure 18).84 However, the vast majority of carpets (95%) circulated in Asia 

as diplomatic gifts for courts and princes in countries such as Japan, Malacca, Siam, 

and Tonkin. Altogether, Table 1 and comments made by European merchants and 

travelers indicate that the reason why the Khorasan carpet is made of wool rather than 

silk is because it was cheaper than silk while still maintaining the skill of the artist. 

They also indicate that Iranian wool carpets were popular in other Asian countries. In 

the absence of a comprehensive provenance for the Winterthur specimen, it is 

impossible to say who the initial buyer was or the intended destination. However, the 

presence of wool indicates that this carpet’s craftspeople or manufactory were familiar 

with the global market. These global networks directly impacted the presence of wool 

in the Khorasan carpet as the craftspeople sought to sell it according to the 

contemporary market conditions. Without this global analysis, the reasoning as to why 

this carpet is made of wool would remain a mystery. 

Design Exchanges 

 

A global network analysis helps explain the design of the maritime scenes of 

the Khorasan carpet. One of the first questions most individuals ask when engaging 
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with this carpet for the first time is, why is it called a ‘Portuguese’ carpet?85 As stated 

in the previous chapter, the design contains a maritime scene with European figures 

dressed in sixteenth century attire sailing a contemporaneous European vessel (Figure 

10). Previous carpet scholars called this design ‘Portuguese’ because they believed 

that the vessels and the ships resembled Portuguese square-sail caravels and the 

clothing resembled Portuguese fashion of the sixteenth century (Figures 11 & 12).86 

While these vessel and fashion characteristics were generic among European nations, 

it is important to examine the connection between Portugal and Iran in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries in order to fully understand the global influence in the 

Khorasan carpet’s design creation. 

In 1507, Afonso de Albuquerque, a Portuguese sailor best known for the 1510 

colonization of Goa in India, conquered a portion of the southern coast of Iran 

including the island of Hormuz to use as a trade port between Portugal and India.87 

Rather than attempt to reconquer Hormuz, Shah Esmā’il (r. 1501-24), the first king of 

the Safavid Dynasty, allowed them to stay with the hope of establishing a military 
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alliance against the Ottoman Empire. In return, the Portuguese paid a moqarrariya, a 

monetary tribute allowing the passage of tax-free commerce up to a certain amount. 

With a few minor quarrels over the moqarrariya under the reign of Shah Tahmāsb I 

and Shah Mohammad Khodabanda, this reluctant alliance persisted for about a 

century.88 As Shah ‘Abbās I took the throne, he sought to establish stronger 

diplomatic relations with other European nations, such as England, the Netherlands, 

and France, with the hope of pressuring the Ottomans to make peace.89 At the same 

time the Portuguese stopped paying the moqarrarya. In response ‘Abbās I halted 

Hormuz caravans and had Allāh Verdi Khan, the governor of Shiraz, reconquer 

Bandel do Commorão (later known as Bandar-e ‘Abbās) in 1614.90 Shah ‘Abbās I also 

outmaneuvered the Portuguese by negotiating the shipment of silk with the EIC in 

exchange for an offensive alliance with the English and allowing them to open a 

factory in Bandar-e ‘Abbās.91 As a result of this assistance, the Iranian forces 

reconquered Hormuz in 1622. While the Portuguese remained in Iran after the death of 

Shah ‘Abbās I in 1629, the relations between the two nations declined until 1748, 
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when the last of the Portuguese presence in Iran left for good with the decline of 

Portuguese world dominance.92 

Even though the ships and the clothing depicted in the Khorasan carpet 

resemble most ships and clothing from Europe in the sixteenth century, the context of 

the political network between Portugal and Iran reflects the impact of this presence in 

the arts. It is also reflective of how global political networks amongst multiple nations 

impacted the creation of the Khorasan carpet, since the need for a military alliance 

against the Ottoman Empire was one of the reasons for the presence of the Portuguese 

in Iran. This larger global context then reflects how the significant trade network 

between Portugal and Iran influenced previously known craftspeople as sources of 

commission and inspiration. Therefore, an examination of the corner designs and the 

sixteenth century network between Portugal and Iran shows the significance of this 

global network over the creation of this carpet. 

However, this connection between Portugal and Iran is not the only network 

influencing the Khorasan carpet’s design. The overall complexity of the entire design 

indicates that a larger context and market inspired its creation. As stated in the 

previous chapter, a majority of Iranians throughout the nation practiced weaving. 

However, regionally distinct weaving styles for personal use and commercial weaving 
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styles for the local and international markets differed in process and design. Carol 

Bier, historian of Islamic art, adapted a diagnostic theory to tell the difference between 

knotted carpets used as court and commercial products and those that were tribal 

products for personal use by pattern units.93 Virtually every carpet has a layout of 

design elements that repeat within the main field, border, and guard straps. These 

repetitive design elements create a system of pattern units. Weavers accomplished 

knotted designs through their memory, by copying a preconceived design from a 

cartoon or ta’lim, or by copying a prototype of the same form. The cost of labor and 

supplies directly determined the choice in design. More pattern units of repeated 

design elements reduced the overall cost. By studying star medallion carpet pattern 

units and their context in comparison with other carpet styles, Bier concluded that 

examining the amount of pattern units present in a carpet revealed whether a court, a 

commercial workshop, or a home weaver produced it (Figures 19 & 20). Carpets with 

very few design pattern units suggest that a highly specialized court workshop 

produced the carpet, probably for use by royalty or elite Iranians.  
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Meanwhile carpets with more pattern units indicate that commercial 

workshops or home weavers produced those carpets intended for the local market or 

personal use. For example, the star medallion carpet from the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art shows several pattern units in the border and main field. Combined with the 

complexity of the design, particularly in the spandrels, this suggests that it may 

represent a high level of commercialization of this product.94 Following Bier’s 

approach, the Khorasan carpet shows a complex design, but fewer pattern units than 

the star medallion carpet (Figures 21 & 22). While the previously known craftspeople 

sought to reduce the cost through fewer design requirements particularly in the border, 

the lack of pattern units suggests that the initial investment in labor and capital was 

expensive. This narrows down the list of potential Khorasan carpet buyers to elite 

wealthy individuals in Iran such as those a part of the Safavid court or wealthy 

individuals from the international market. Because the Khorasan carpet lacks early 

provenance information, it is impossible to tell definitively whether a Safavid or 

international elite individual initially bought this carpet. That said, Bier’s theory not 

only provides a shortened list of potential buyers, it also reveals how the wider global 

networks impacted the unknown craftspeople in this carpet’s creation and design. 

Therefore, the complexity of the design along with the Khorasan carpet’s pattern units 

reflects the impact of global networks on this carpet.  
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While the maritime scene in the corner spandrels relates to Iran’s political and 

trade network with Portugal, the rest of the Khorasan carpet’s design reflects the 

connections between carpets from India and carpets from Iran. The new interest in 

Iranian art within Mughal culture in the sixteenth century resulted in the migration of 

many Iranian craftspeople to India for better economic opportunities. The Ain-i-Akbari 

or “Administration of Akbar” by the Mughal court historian, Abu’l Fazl ‘Allami, 

detailed the administration of the Mughal Empire under Emperor Akbar, the successor 

of Homāyun Pādšāh. In reference to production and trade of carpets, he stated that by 

the end of the sixteenth century, so many Iranian carpet weavers settled all over India 

that people in India rarely imported carpets from Iran.95 This pattern of migration 

presents a significant problem with the Khorasan carpet’s manufacturing location 

attribution. As craftspeople migrated to India, they brought their distinctive culture 

and regional styles as well as their production systems. This begs the question, if so 

many carpet weavers left Iran for better economic opportunities in India, was the 

Khorasan carpet made in India by a Khorasani weaver?  

Stephen Cohen’s analysis of the carpet’s Z4S ivory cotton warp threads 

indicates that this carpet was most likely made in Khorasan. In traditional carpet-

weaving societies, yarn is spun first by attaching combed fiber to a tool known as a 
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drop spindle.96 The weaver rolls the spindle along their thigh or spins it with their 

fingers and then drops it free, pulling the fibers with one of their hands from the 

attached group. As the spindle spins and drops, it creates a single ply spun yarn. If the 

spindle is spun in a counterclockwise direction, the yarn is called a Z-spun yarn 

because the spin makes the yarn have a Z-shape. Alternatively, if the spindle is spun in 

a clockwise direction, the yarn is S-spun. When single-ply yarns are plied together to 

make thicker yarn, the ply always points in the opposite direction from the spin. 

Different spinning traditions appear in various cultures and are used by current carpet 

scholars to identify where a textile came from. Carpets from Khorasan commonly used 

the Z4S twist described by Cohen whereas carpet from India rarely have this twist. 

Additionally, the ivory cotton warp threads of the Khorasan carpet were common in 

Iranian carpets but uncommon in Indian carpets due to the lack of accessibility of the 

material.97 Even still, this network exchange plays an important role in understanding 

its design. The result of Iranian carpet weavers settling in India was that many carpets 

from Iran and India took on a hybrid style called Indo-Persian (Figure 23). These types 

of carpets typically show design elements common in both Indian and Iranian carpet 

weaving traditions, such as palmettes, medallions, and arabesque borders similar to the 

Khorasan carpet. The only element of the Khorasan carpet that keeps the location 
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association with Khorasan is the use of the Z4S ivory cotton for the warp threads 

because Indian weavers usually did not use that kind of twist and ivory cotton was not 

common in the warp structure of carpets from India.98 The rest of it reflects similar 

design elements found in Indo-Persian style. The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

designates their example of a Khorasan carpet as Indo-Persian.99 Considering the 

movement of artistic and cultural aesthetics through the migration of the artists that 

practiced them, the relationship of the Khorasan carpet to Indo-Persian carpets shows 

that the craftspeople who created the Khorasan carpet used the same design language 

as those of carpet weavers in India. Because of this cross-cultural connection, it is 

currently impossible to designate this carpet as either Iranian or Indian. However, its 

relationship to Indo-Persian carpets suggests that it derives its creation from both 

locations. This conclusion is only achievable through a global network examination of 

the Khorasan carpet. 

 The designs connecting Iran, Portugal, India, and other networks is not limited 

to carpets; different object forms reflect the same connection. Returning to the 

maritime theme in the corner spandrels, its original design source remains unknown. 

But while an exact design source may be impossible to find, a global examination of 
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this carpet in relation to the Portuguese empire’s colonies in India and Japan provides 

a broader and perhaps more conclusive interpretation. In the fifteenth century, the 

Portuguese became a significant imperialist force as they colonized parts of the 

Western and South-eastern coasts of Africa. As they entered the sixteenth century, 

they started colonizing coastal areas from the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea in 

order to secure control over trade in the Middle East and Asia.100 In 1510, Afonso de 

Albequerque led the Portuguese colonization of India by capturing the island of 

Goa.101 Similarly, in 1543, Portuguese merchants arrived in Japan where they quickly 

established trade with Japan and China.102 As the Portuguese continued to invade or 

trade in key areas in the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea, they not only brought 

the objects and cultural influences of their homeland, they also brought home the 

objects and cultural influences of their colonies and new trading partners. As objects 

travelled the world with the Portuguese, these objects transmitted new artistic 

productions across cultures, resulting in objects heavily influenced by cross-cultural 

connections. 
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The maritime scenes in the corners of the Khorasan carpet are a product of 

these cross-cultural connections through objects. Across the sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century Portuguese Empire, this maritime scene appears in different 

objects from different locations. Another example depicting this scene is a loading 

chest from the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century made in India. Loading 

chests were sturdy pieces of furniture used by Portuguese travelers to transport and 

house goods acquired from around the world.103 Rather than crates used for shipping 

trade items, these were usually a part of an individual’s or group of individual’s 

luggage used to transport their new belongings back home to their families. While 

craftspeople in India produced this loading chest, other colonies of the Portuguese 

empire produced these objects, including Brazil.104 This chest differs from its usual 

counterparts because it has a maritime scene painted on the interior of the lid (Figure 

24). Like the Khorasan carpet, the chest depicts individuals dressed in ruffs sailing 

square-sailed ships past large fish or sea monsters over a body of water designed with 

thick blue and thin white wavy lines. This painting differs slightly from the Khorasan 

carpet’s design as it has the Sun and the Moon in the sky and it features a flag for the 
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Knights of Christ, the Portuguese reconstituted Catholic military order of the Knights 

Templar.105 

Both the painting on the chest and the corner spandrel scenes on the Khorasan 

carpet also relate to two seventeenth century namban folding screens from Japan 

(Figures 25 & 26). Designed to divide rooms into multiple areas, namban screens 

typically came in pairs. Artisans created these screens by applying a variable number 

of hinges to a wooden foundation, covering it in paper and enclosing it in a lacquer 

frame.106 The term “Namban” is a reference to the namban jin or “the barbarians from 

the south” as the Japanese referred to the Portuguese.107 These screens depict the 

arrival of the Portuguese in Nagasaki, Japan in 1543.108 The first screen shows the 

characteristic large, black square-sail ships of the Portuguese departing from a port. 

The architecture and elephants in the foreground may reference a port in Goa, India. 

The second screen represents the arrival of the Portuguese ship in Japan as they unload 
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various products, including foreign animals.109 Although not an exact match to the 

Khorasan carpet’s maritime scene, both screens depict square-sail caravels and 

Portuguese sailors with the same ruff and plume as the previous two objects.  

The loading chest, namban screens, and the Khorasan carpet are important 

examples of the portability of ideas and designs through art. Portuguese imperial 

conquests around the world deeply impacted the people in India, Japan, Iran, and other 

regions that formed a part of this network. As objects travelled with the Portuguese, 

they became design sources for more craftspeople around the world. The loading 

chest, namban screens, and the Khorasan carpet show how sometimes craftspeople 

drew inspiration for object designs from the world around them. Additionally, their 

similarities reveal a category of decorative arts objects that cross global and cultural 

barriers. This comparison is significant for the Khorasan carpet because it provides a 

long-awaited answer to the question of the corner maritime scenes. These designs 

depict these global cross-cultural networks, either drawing inspiration from the world 

around them or from these objects as design sources. 

Finally, while these seventeenth century Iranian spatial networks influenced 

the Khorasan carpet’s creation, new and renewed spatial networks attained primarily 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries capture the changes to its 

interpretation. In particular, a global examination of the Khorasan carpet’s connection 
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to the so-called reproductions helps fill in the gaps in its spatial and temporal 

networks. The scholarship for many Iranian carpets often jumps from the seventeenth 

century to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries due to the decline and end 

of the Safavid Dynasty. As foreign merchants left the Iranian trade market in search of 

cheaper sources for goods, a decline in agricultural output either bankrupted 

indigenous merchants or forced them to flee Iran for better economic opportunities 

elsewhere.110 These factors led to the economic decline of the Safavid Dynasty by the 

end of the seventeenth century. As the stability of the Safavid Dynasty diminished, 

many parts of Iran erupted in rebellion or exterior forces invaded. The beginning of 

the end came in 1721 as Baluchi tribesmen from Afghanistan seized control of the 

Bandar ‘Abbās port.111 After a six-month siege, the Baluchi tribesmen conquered Iran 

in March of 1722 in Golnābād near Isfahan, thereby ending the Safavid Dynasty and 

limiting Iran’s participation in international trade.112 The next time Iranian carpets 

garnered international popularity was at the end of the nineteenth century. 

This decline of the Safavid Dynasty and international trade resulted in a gap in 

most Iranian carpets’ temporal networks, including Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet. The 
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earliest available provenance information for this object comes from Fredrik Robert 

Martin who stated in his book that he bought this carpet in Constantinople (modern-

day Istanbul) in 1896.113 This begs the question how did the carpet get from 

seventeenth century north-eastern Iran to Constantinople in the late nineteenth 

century? While not a definitive solution, an examination of the global connections in 

reference to the reproductions of the Khorasan carpet begins to fill in this gap. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, although there are nine Khorasan carpets with the 

maritime scene in the spandrels, there are thirteen carpets with very similar 

characteristics without the maritime scene that are generally considered reproductions 

of the Khorasan carpet. All of these carpets portray the same sawtooth diamond 

medallion along with many palmettes and rosettes in the main field, but more often 

than not replace the maritime scene in the spandrels with other animals and sickle 

leaves. Nine of these carpets are contemporaneous to the Khorasan carpet but were 

produced in various locations, including other parts of Iran, Kurdistan, India, and 

Azerbaijan.114 Of the other two carpets, one with an interlocking lozenge-medallion 

design is from seventeenth to eighteenth century Azerbaijan and the other is from late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century Caucasus. By analyzing where and when these 
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designs were popular, these reproductions highlight the movement of the broader 

definition of Khorasan style carpets and provide clues as to where this carpet 

potentially moved to after the seventeenth century in order for it to end up in 

Constantinople in 1896. To be sure, without earlier provenance information, it is 

impossible to definitively determine when this carpet traveled to Constantinople or if 

there were any stops in between. However, an examination of the locations and 

periods of production of the so-called reproductions provides a step towards 

potentially finding that early provenance information of this Khorasan carpet.  

Conclusion 

 

Studying Iran’s seventeenth-century global connections imbedded in the life of 

this Khorasan carpet provides details necessary to accurately interpret this carpet, fill 

in the gaps of its provenance, and render visible the previously known craftspeople. A 

global examination of the dyes and fibers in this carpet reveals the nuanced 

relationship between Iran and India in this carpet’s creation and clarifies the use of 

wool rather than silk. An analysis of the design in relation to the loading chest and 

namban screens shows how this carpet drew inspiration from Portugal, India, and 

Japan and presents another possible design source for the corner maritime scenes. 

Finally, the so-called reproduction carpets provide a step towards understanding how 

this carpet ended up in Constantinople for Fredrick Martin to start its path to 

Winterthur. This Khorasan carpet’s relationship to the global networks that created it 
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help answer questions left by its limited provenance and shows the impact of 

imperialism on the existence of this carpet. 
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Chapter 4 

INDUSTRIAL IMPERIALISM  

The seventeenth century global trade networks between Iran and nations in 

Europe and Asia influenced the creation of the Khorasan carpet. Each nation, 

including Iran, entered these networks with the intention of expanding their country’s 

power and influence throughout the world either by force or diplomacy. This 

imperialistic interest permeated the Iranian carpet industry as Safavid royalty, wealthy 

Iranians, and, to a lesser extent, wealthy foreign investors from Europe controlled the 

production and distribution of Iranian carpets in the international market. Skipping a 

century forward to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Khorasan 

carpet entered a new age defined by the onset of the Iranian carpet boom and a new 

emphasis on figural and interpretive meanings.115 To begin, in the nineteenth century, 

European nations and the United States saw a radical increase in the popularization of 

carpets due to their presentation at World’s Fairs and museum exhibitions, the Arts 

and Crafts movement in England and America, and the change in furnishing aesthetics 
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due to the rise in the purchasing power of the Western middle class.116 The result of 

this revitalized popularization sparked a renewed Western imperialistic interest in Iran. 

However, by this time, imperial practices surrounding carpets coming from the Middle 

East changed. With limited funds, the control of the Iranian antique carpet trade and 

new carpet production shifted from Iranian rulers and elites to near total control by 

European and American powers. As these powers purchased and imported these 

carpets to the West, the ideology of orientalism which sought to both appropriate and 

subordinate Middle Eastern cultures defined the interpretation and use of these 

carpets. As such, European and American control over the antique and new carpet 

industry and orientalist interpretations defined these imperial practices. I define these 

new imperial practices over the Iranian carpet industry as industrial imperialism, by 

which I mean that European nations and the United States expanded their power and 

influence in the world at once controlling the production, trade, and, importantly for 

our purpose, the interpretation of Iranian carpets. As a result, this industrial 

imperialism imbedded orientalism in the twentieth and twenty-first century 

interpretations of Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet. 

This chapter argues that in order to further understand the significance of 

Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet in relation to its continued (mis)interpretation by the 
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early twentieth century studies, we need to examine more closely how industrial 

imperialist practices affected the carpet’s interpretation in the first place. To begin, I 

will explore the origins of the Iranian carpet boom and look at the impact of the 

Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 and the Arts and Crafts movement on this renewed 

interest in Middle Eastern and Central Asian carpets. Examining world exhibitions and 

art movements will explain how Western collectors and scholars analyzed carpets and 

shaped their future interpretation. Then, I will examine the ways that early twentieth 

century English and American exhibition and auction catalogs depicted and 

interpreted this and other Khorasan carpets using a largely biased understanding of 

Middle Eastern and Central Asian carpets. Finally, I will end with an examination of 

Henry Francis du Pont’s interest in Middle Eastern carpets and reflect on the use of 

this Khorasan carpet at Winterthur. Doing so will show how du Pont perpetuated a 

Western orientalist stance through the display of his Khorasan carpet and how his 

museum, Winterthur Museum, Garden and Library, continues to profit from these 

orientalist interpretations of this carpet today. 

The Iranian Carpet Boom 

 

 While there is no one event that sparked the Iranian carpet boom, the Vienna 

World’s Fair of 1873 was a significant catalyst as it introduced many in the Western 

world to cultures in the Middle East, Asia, and North Africa. In turn, the way that the 

Vienna World’s Fair depicted these cultures evolved into an analytical framework for 
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knowledge production about Iranian culture and carpets like the Khorasan carpet. 

Likewise, scholars and collectors of the Arts and Crafts movement perpetuated and 

stimulated these frameworks. To understand how scholars and collectors were 

thinking about this carpet and others from these Middle Eastern, Asian and North 

African contexts, it is necessary to examine the intentions and choices of this World’s 

Fair and the interest in Iranian carpets amongst proponents of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement. 

The Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 revealed the capitalistic interests in Iranian 

carpets that led to the take-over of the Iranian carpet trade and production centers by 

European nations. When British Prince Albert and Henry Cole organized the first 

Great Exhibition in 1851, they intended to demonstrate the progress of commercial 

development amongst industrialized nations through fine art and modern science.117 

Rather than showcasing cultures from around the world, these exhibitions were more 

like a competition amongst primarily European nations and, to a lesser extent, the 

United States to determine which nation was the most industrially advanced. Host 

nations gave themselves preference in showcasing their objects in order to prove that 

they were the superior industrialized nation. The Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 marked 

a significant turning point. Since Austria was not a leading industrial nation, it 
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emphasized its role as “a leader of cultural and intellectual achievement.”118 To do so, 

Fair officials prioritized North African, Middle Eastern, and other Asian objects and 

cultures, making it one of the first truly international World’s Fairs.119 The intention 

of this action was not necessarily to exhibit comparative national lifestyles as future 

exhibitions would, but rather “to give new impulse to Austria’s trade with the East, 

and to increase Vienna’s importance as a center of exchange for the trade between the 

eastern and western nations.”120  

The diplomatic strategies implemented by the leaders of this World’s Fair 

informed the exhibition of many different objects from the Middle East and Central 

Asia but had the greatest effect on Iranian carpets.121 With permission and promotion 

from Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh, the ruler of Iran from 1848 to 1896, the Iranian portion of the 

exhibition showcased several sixteenth to early eighteenth-century Iranian carpets 

from Khorasan, Faraghan, Senna, and other cities. Stimulated by this exhibition, 

European carpet collectors, dealers, and curators acquired hundreds of antique carpets 

from Iranian mosques, palaces, and homes as well as European residences and 
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churches.122 This search for antique carpets prompted the production of new carpets 

for the European and United States markets. However, Iranian carpet firms struggled 

to meet this demand due to silkworm disease outbreaks in 1864 and 1867.123 At the 

same time, increasing numbers of European firms invested in and moved to Iran to 

participate in the production of new carpets. In 1877, the Manchester firm of Messrs. 

Ziegler and Co. opened a branch in Soltānābād to manufacture carpets.124 As other 

English firms such as Hotz and Co. opened carpet factories in Iran and European 

department stores like Paris’ Maison du Louvre sent their agents to buy antique and 

contemporary Iranian carpets, the English and to a lesser extent the French became 

major distributors and producers of the Iranian antique and contemporary carpet 

trade.125 As these firms increasingly impacted the Iranian carpet industry in the world 

economy, they became more influential over Iranian politics and Iran’s economy. 

While Iranian merchants and carpet weavers benefitted from this influence, they 

recognized that Western control increasingly impacted their local economy and power. 

The significance of the Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 on the Iranian carpet 

boom and Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet is that it was the catalyst for European control 
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over the antique and contemporary Iranian carpet trade. This exhibition stimulated 

interest in antique Iranian carpets which in turn led to the interest and production of 

new carpets. Since Iranian weavers and merchants did not have the capital to invest in 

the carpet weaving industry, European firms increasingly gained control of this 

industry because they could financially support it. As a result, by the twentieth 

century, Europeans established their imperialistic control over the entire Iranian carpet 

industry. In terms of the Winterthur Khorasan carpet, this process reveals that this 

industrial imperialism defined its journey to the European and American markets and 

its current location in a museum. 

The Vienna World’s Fair sparked the European capitalistic interest in the 

Iranian carpet industry. At the same time, in view of the way it portrayed Iran through 

the architecture of the “Persian Pavilion,” it revealed how Western ideas about Iran 

and other Middle Eastern, Asian, and North African countries defined Iranian carpets 

using the epistemological foundation of nineteenth century ‘orientalist’ scholarship. 

One of the ways that the Vienna World’s Fair showcased the different nations 

categorized under the term ‘Orient’ was through the creation of pavilions in the 

‘Oriental Quarter.’126 Given a prominent position close to the main entrance in the 

southern part of the exhibition area, these pavilions represented the different 
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architectural styles exhibited among these nations while housing and presenting 

objects sent from the various regions. In general, architects from these different 

nations did not design these pavilions, but rather Western European architects 

designed them. While some of the European architects used formal architectural 

documents sent from these nations to build what they considered authentic pavilions, 

like the Ottoman section, other buildings had very little if any genuine elements to 

their design.127 The so-called ‘Persian Pavilion’ fell into the latter category (Figure 

27). 

Designed by Pietro Montani, an Italian-born Ottoman Levantine architect and 

decorator, the ‘Persian Pavilion’ portrayed primarily a linear architectural style akin to 

Western forms.128 The only elements actually from Iran were its tiled façade and 

interior decoration supplied by Nāṣir al-Dīn Shāh.129 Some contemporary architects 

and art historians like Karl von Lützow criticized this design, referring to the building 

as “pure fantasy, just enough fantastic and colorful in order to pass as oriental, 
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however, neither built by Persians nor built in Persian style.”130 Valentin Teirich, 

editor of the first applied arts journal in Austria, Blätter für Kunstgewerbe, gave a 

similarly scathing review, concluding that while visitors could learn about Iranian art 

through objects like tiles, stoneware, and carpets, “these buildings defeat their purpose 

of familiarizing us with the oriental arts and craft.”131 Despite these critiques, the 

Committee for the Orient and East Asia and subsequently the general public 

considered this and other architectural exhibits in the ‘Oriental Quarter’ as “an 

excellent school for the formation of taste.”132 While objects like carpets displayed in 

the ‘Persian Pavilion’ were actually Iranian, a Western popular yet false image of Iran 

defined a majority of the architecture. And although there were some who critiqued 

the building as a false example of Iranian architecture, the general public and the 

leaders of the Fair willingly accepted this as exemplary of Iranian craft. This 

acceptance, then, became the lens through which they viewed objects from Iran. Even 

with elements of reality, Western knowledge production of Iran relied in part on this 
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constructed fantasy. Thus, as Western scholars sought to analyze and interpret the 

Khorasan carpet in the early twentieth century, this mix of fantasy and reality 

profoundly shaped their interpretations. 

The interest formed by the Arts and Crafts movement in Iranian carpets 

reflected a paternalistic perspective believing that the East was ‘untainted’ by the 

industrialization experienced by Western nations, thereby assuming a certain level of 

essentialization in Iranian carpet production. Led primarily by John Ruskin and 

William Morris, the Arts and Crafts movement emerged in the mid-nineteenth century 

in England as a reaction against the perceived decline of the arts through 

industrialization. As such, carpets, especially those from Iran, became a significant 

focus because most were still handmade. Many proponents of the Arts and Crafts 

movement saw development of English carpet firms in Iran like Ziegler and Co. as a 

threat to Iranian craftsmanship, especially as many carpet producers in Iran started to 

use aniline dyes over the treasured vegetable dyes characteristic of earlier carpets. In 

his 1870 text, Principles of Decorative Design, Christopher Dresser commented on 

this, stating, “Contact with Europeans unfortunately brings about the deterioration of 

Eastern art: in order that the European demand be met, quantity is produced and 

quality disregarded, for we cavil respecting price.”133 Similarly, in a lecture delivered 

in 1879, William Morris mourned the influence of European commerce and taste upon 
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Iranian carpet production from the late seventeenth century onwards.134 By focusing 

on the negative influence of European nations over the production of Iranian carpets, 

both Dresser and Morris believed that their philosophy could help the Middle Eastern 

or Asian craftsperson to “rediscover the true sources of excellence of their arts.”135  

When we apply these critiques to the Khorasan carpet, even though it was 

created with European influence and it underwent several repairs involving the use of 

artificial dyes, to proponents of the Arts and Crafts movement, like Dresser and 

Morris, its creation during the Safavid Dynasty somehow made it a purer expression 

of the craft. Unfortunately, this criticism is rooted in a paternalistic ethos that regards 

the Iranian culture of carpet weaving as static, thereby contributing to the orientalist 

essentialism described by Edward Said.136 Thus, when interpreting this Khorasan 

carpet, we must be aware that the way carpet scholars interacted with and 

conceptualized this carpet hinges on two traditions: one that is highly influenced by 

the capitalistic understanding of Iran’s depiction by the Vienna World’s Fair of 1873, 

and the other being founded on paternalistic and essentialized understandings by 

proponents of the Arts and Crafts movement. 
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Khorasan Carpet Descriptions 

 

 The theoretical principles exhibited by the Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 and 

stimulated by the Arts and Crafts movement provide the epistemological background 

by which many scholars of Iranian carpets in the early twentieth century viewed 

Iranian carpets. These principles fed into the new industrial imperialistic regime over 

the Iranian carpet industry that centered European and American perspectives on the 

interest and interpretation of the Khorasan carpet. As we will see, the way that carpet 

scholars directly talked about this type of carpet further reveals that perspective.   

 The original naming of the Khorasan carpet as a ‘Portuguese’ carpet reflects 

the direct centering of European and American perspectives over the interpretation of 

this carpet. As noted earlier, calling this Khorasan carpet ‘Portuguese’ came from the 

maritime scenes as European and American scholars in the early twentieth century 

believed depicted Portuguese ships and sailors. However, prior to this definition, some 

scholars used this term to describe a broader taxonomic classification of carpets 

influenced by Portuguese, Iranian, and Central Asian cross-cultural carpet design and 

production. In the 1906 edition of The Tiffany Studios Collection of Notable Antique 

Oriental Rugs, Tiffany Studios used the term ‘Persian Portuguese’ to refer “to rugs 

made by expert Persian workmen on Portuguese looms, and also to rugs made in the 
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sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Persia for wealthy Portuguese nabobs.”137 

Although Iranian rather than Portuguese looms produced these carpets, in the eyes of 

Tiffany Studios this false contribution by the Portuguese had an equal or greater value 

than the expertise of the Iranian craftsperson and thus deserved recognition through its 

name. Additionally, Iranian carpets that fell into this category consisted of a “well-

known style, easily recognized, mirrored in which are the changing conditions that 

marked the ornament of Persia during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” and the 

designs were “greatly influenced by Chinese ornament, which filtered into Persia 

through India, and which Persian weavers copied without comprehension of any 

symbolic import.”138 While this statement acknowledged the cross-cultural contacts 

that influenced the seventeenth century carpet industry, it also introduced an ignorant 

and subordinating understanding of the Iranian craftsperson. Viewing Winterthur’s 

Khorasan carpet through this Tiffany lens, even though Europeans and Americans 

respected and admired the carpet weaving skills of the Iranian craftspeople, they 

believed that the designs were mere copies because they did not believe an Iranian 

craftsperson could individually conceptualize these designs. Fredrik Robert Martin’s 

description of Khorasan carpet design in his book also exhibited this sentiment:  
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“They either bear relation to some event unknown to us that happened 

in Persia at that time, or have been represented to satisfy a whim of 

some Persian who, having seen a European picture or engraving of a 

similar occurrence, order a carpet with a scene of what had made such 

an impression on him, and that this carpet was copied several times. 

Instances of such whims are not unusual in the East.”139 

 

Like Tiffany Studios, Martin demonstrates a similar ignorance, stating that the Iranian 

craftsperson or buyer chose this design “on a whim” or for some inexplicable desire. 

Both Martin and Tiffany reflected European and American perspectives that judged 

Iranian carpet weaver as impressionable or lacking knowledge about the designs that 

they created. As examined in the previous chapter, the design reveals that the Iranian 

craftspeople of the Khorasan carpet were rather cosmopolitan in outlook as they 

deeply understood the seventeenth century international market for Iranian carpets. 

Instead of respecting Iranian carpet weavers of the Khorasan carpet as thoughtful 

artists, Martin and Tiffany disparage them as mere cogs in the machine of carpet 

production. Because they were both influential leaders in the early twentieth century 

Iranian carpet scholarship, their myopic interpretations shaped not only a generation’s 

response to the Khorasan carpet but also to the craftspeople who made it.  

 A closer look at how carpet scholars discuss design theory further reveals this 

ignorance regarding the actual Iranian culture and religion of Iran. As stated in chapter 

one, carpet scholars like Arthur Pope and Friedrich Sarre postulated that the scenes in 

the corners of the Khorasan carpet class represent the story of Jonah and the Whale. In 
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an attempt to explain why the designer chose this, Sarre stated that, “the designer of 

the cartoon had probably no idea that it was the legend of a Biblical prophet and the 

European character was in itself by no means unusual in Persian art at the time.”140 

Although Sarre accurately pointed out that some Iranian art depicted Jonah and the 

whale, he assumed that these artists and the designers of the Khorasan carpet knew of 

Jonah as a European character and as a story of the Bible. First, the Bible states that 

Jonah was from the town of Gath Hepher in Israel, indicating that the character was 

Israeli rather than European.141 Second, as stated in the first chapter, the Qu’ran also 

has the story of Jonah and the whale. However, it is Allah’s promise through the 

symbolism of a gourd tree that is the subject of Iranian art (Figure 13). Here we have 

to remember that although the major religion of seventeenth century Iran was Shia 

Islam, the people who resided in Iran belonged to many religious and ethnic groups. 

Of these groups, the largest non-Islamic religious minority in the seventeenth century 

were Christians of Armenian, Georgian, and Nestorian ethnicity.142 In fact, 

seventeenth century Armenian Christians residing in Iran were the main agents who 
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participated in international trade.143 Although I am skeptical that the scenes depict 

the story of Jonah and the whale, it is much more unlikely that the designer of the 

maritime scenes was unfamiliar with the biblical character, story, and for that matter, 

the tenets of Christianity. As such, Sarre’s assumption of ignorance on the part of the 

designer of Khorasan carpets once again shows his own ignorance of the history and 

culture of Iran and reveals the racist belittling of the knowledge of the designer. 

Because European and American industrial imperialisms controlled Iranian carpet 

industry and carpet interpretation, Sarre’s interpretation still prevails as a viable 

possibility for Winterthur’s Khorasan carpet and the entire carpet class.  

 This pattern of belittling the Khorasan carpet’s creators reveals that early 

twentieth century scholars cared about the carpet, but did not care about its creators or 

its actual Iranian historical context. To be sure, finding information from Iran about 

this carpet is extremely difficult now, let alone one hundred years ago. However, in 

their attempt to fill in the gaps in this carpet’s history, they applied their own view of 

Iranian culture, informed by racist and imperialist lenses. That explains how Fredrik 

Robert Martin could say that the Khorasan carpet came “from Persia, where it had 

served as a hanging for a Mosque portal,” even though the Qu’ran forbids the use of 

human or animal figures in art intended for religious spaces.144 Or, how the writers for 
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the 1923 Lamm Collection Auction catalog stated that the carpet “was originally in the 

Royal Persian Collection and the penalty for the possession of a similar carpet by a 

private person was death.”145 Rather than attempting to understand and portray the 

Iranian craftsperson, buyer, or culture of the Iranian carpet trade in the seventeenth 

century, these scholars merely enforced their Western biased perception of Middle 

Eastern culture. Because Europeans and Americans essentially conquered the Iranian 

carpet industry, this separation of the Khorasan carpet from the Iranian culture that 

produced it prevails as the key understanding for this carpet. 

Henry Francis du Pont and the Winterthur Connection 

 

 On June 28, 1935, Henry Francis du Pont bought this Khorasan carpet. While 

there are no records on this carpet after this time, the next time it showed up in the 

written record was in 1959 when Winterthur Museum, Gardens, and Library 

accessioned it.146 By turning our attention to du Pont, a new set of questions informs 

the carpet’s reception history: How do du Pont and Winterthur fit into the material 

biography of this Khorasan carpet? How did he and the institution portray the 
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Khorasan carpet, and how did this portrayal influence visitor engagement? To answer 

both questions, it is important to explore du Pont’s carpet collecting habits in the 

1920s and 1930s and the use of this Khorasan carpet in Winterthur’s collection. 

 Like many collectors in the 1920s and 1930s, Henry Francis du Pont was 

attracted to carpets from Middle Eastern and Asian nations. As early as 1922, records 

show that he worked with Tiffany Studios and Harry Pray Worster, the then manager 

of Tiffany Studios’ rug department, to decorate his apartment on Park Avenue in New 

York and his house in Southampton, Long Island.147 He also worked with Tiffany 

Studios to clean and store these carpets. While many of them ended up in Winterthur’s 

collection, he started intentionally purchasing Middle Eastern and Asian carpets for 

the future museum in 1927.148 Except for a few gifts, du Pont chose each carpet 

himself, relying on his own discernment and feelings as well as the professional 

judgment of Worster to authenticate these carpets. As such, his collecting practices 

resulted in a variety of classic carpets from Iran, the Caucuses, Turkey, China, India 

and many other places in Asia. Unusual examples of carpets also interested him, 

leading to his purchase of the Khorasan carpet from Harry Pray Worster in 1935.149 
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Du Pont’s carpet collection and his collecting practices were significant enough that 

the problematically named Hajji Baba Club of New York, the oldest organization in 

America dedicated to the study of Middle Eastern, Asian, and North African carpets, 

appointed him an honorary membership.150  

Overall, the records show that du Pont was a dedicated and cautious carpet 

collector. That said, for the most part he collected carpets to use them as a background 

for his assemblage of American decorative art objects, not as objects worthy of 

attention in their own right. Du Pont’s use of the Khorasan carpet at Winterthur 

reflects that approach. He carefully assigned each object in the collection particular 

locations, creating meticulous vignettes designed to showcase the collection and his 

decorative taste in demonstrating his interpretation of daily life in the North American 

colonies. When the carpet was accessioned in 1959, it became a seasonal Spring and 

Summer carpet for Readbourne Stair Hall to complement the “elegance and luxury of 

a wealthy Chesapeake house in the first half of the 18th century” while “demonstrating 
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Asian influence on 18th century style” (Figures 28 & 29).151 Until it was finally 

removed from rotation in 1993 due to damage and accessibility concerns, it served as a 

backdrop for the Philadelphia-made Queen Anne furniture and the Chinese export 

porcelain bowls with blue Fitzhugh borders.152 The use of the Khorasan carpet in this 

way does not necessarily reflect an intentional subordination by Henry Francis du Pont 

of North African, Middle Eastern, and Asian carpets. It was a common trend amongst 

collectors and museums in the 1920s and 1930s to use carpets as backgrounds. 

However, a result of that tradition is that except for institutions dedicated to textiles 

and Islamic art, most American museums and cultural heritage sites rarely talk about 

these carpets. By participating in this trend, du Pont contributed to preferencing 

American perspectives over Middle Eastern, Asian, and North African carpets, leading 

to the silencing of information about this Khorasan carpet. To be sure, du Pont and 

carpet scholars like Mary Hammond Sullivan at Winterthur attempted to complicate 

this with special subject tours of the carpets in on-campus rug storage facilities.153 

However, at some point, special subject tours on carpets fell out of favor and are no 

longer offered. 
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Even though the Khorasan carpet primarily resides in storage, Winterthur 

continued to acknowledge it when requesting outside design firms to reproduce or 

adapt the carpet’s patterns for marketing purposes. In doing so, the marketing team 

perpetuated descriptions and advertisements resembling the orientalism displayed by 

early twentieth century carpet scholarship. For example, in 1995, a New York based 

design studio called Fritz & La Rue created what they called a “Gate of Heaven” 

carpet based on the Khorasan carpet. In their description, they analyzed the Khorasan 

carpet, saying that it symbolized “the Sky-door or Entrance to Heaven, through which 

the viewer looks down to the Earth below” and by sitting in the center of the carpet, 

the sitter “could receive magic powers, link his destiny with Heaven, and perhaps 

assure a life in Paradise after death.”154 Additionally, in describing the maritime 

scenes, they determined that depicting European sailors and ships was part of the 

curiosity of the Iranian craftsperson, that “to most Muslims in the seventeenth century, 

westerners were almost as exotic and strange as the other fantastic creatures they 

imagined living in the waters at the ends of the Earth.”155 In 1999, Shaw Rugs 

presented a similar interpretation for their adapted carpet. While they described both 

the “Gate of Heaven” symbolism and the “Death of Bahadur Shah” miniature 

representation, they couched this description with more exoticization, such as the 
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statement, “With imagination, children and adults alike can dream of magic carpets 

flying through the air, destined for faraway places with exotic names, such as 

“Turkestan” or “Kashmir,” where great adventures await.”156 Brunschwig & Fils in 

2006 also repeated these descriptions, once again leaning in to the concept that the 

Western ships and sailors were also exotic.157 For each of these reproductions, 

Winterthur’s official language nudged along narratives of exotic fantasy because they 

expected that such interpretations would assure selling copies of carpets to American 

clientele. While I do not think this was done with malicious intent, this practice skirted 

our institutional responsibility. In some way or another Winterthur helped perpetuate 

our ignorance about Iranian craft and embraced outdated knowledge dating back to 

late nineteenth and earlier twentieth century carpet scholarship. In doing so, they show 

that the Khorasan carpet’s interpretation continues to center American perspectives 

and therefore the European and American industrial imperialism of the Iranian carpet 

industry still impacts this carpet today.
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Chapter 5 

CONCLUSION 

From its creation in the seventeenth century to its interpretation in the 

twentieth century, the life of the Winterthur Khorasan carpet was and is defined by 

multiple types of imperialism and their legacies. As my thesis has shown, these 

legacies’ evolution starts with our notion of authenticity. The term “authenticity” and 

the practices used for authenticating objects traditionally implement a Western 

dominant understanding that focuses on the original material and design over that of 

the intangible factors that created it. This conceptualization does not work well for the 

Khorasan carpet for several reasons. Materially, it underwent so many reweaving 

campaigns that it is hard to tell what portions are original and which are later editions. 

Although several nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars proposed many theories 

about the design source for the corner maritime scenes, each has their own problems 

with very little likelihood of finding a single source. The only way to reconcile the 

peculiarities of this Khorasan carpet is to develop and apply a fluid understanding of 

authenticity that accepts and centers on this object’s varied life and agency. This fluid 

model of authenticity accepts the reweaving campaigns as a part of its history and 

sheds light on its broader context. Additionally, while nine of the Khorasan carpets 

have these maritime scenes, there are eleven examples of contemporaneous carpets 

that are so-called reproductions to the original nine. Fluid authenticity allows for the 
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consideration of the entire design of the carpet rather than just maritime scenes and 

provides context of how the design transcended national borders. Finally, our current 

lens for ascertaining cultural authenticity focuses on orientalist interpretations by 

nineteenth and twentieth century scholars rather than on interpretations based on the 

lived experiences of seventeenth century Iranians. A fluid model of authenticity sheds 

light on how a traditional understanding of authenticity defines this carpet through 

prejudice and elitist conceptions of rarity. Therefore, fluid authenticity opens the door 

to understanding the life of this carpet through the history of the world that produced 

it. 

 With very limited provenance information available, the third chapter expands 

on the Khorasan carpet’s fluid authenticity by filling in the gaps with the history of 

seventeenth century Iran’s global imperialistic networks and rendering visible the 

previously known craftspeople. A global examination of the dyes reveals how the 

highly nuanced relationship between Iran and India in terms of trade and the carpet 

weaving industry has impacted this carpets creation. An analysis of the global 

connections with English and Dutch imperialistic powers explains why this carpet is 

primarily made of wool rather than silk, a more traditional material choice for carpets 

from this period. Comparing the similarities in the design of the maritime scenes in 

relation to objects created by Indian and Japanese craftspeople shows how those 

scenes likely depict the impact of Portuguese global expansion. Finally, tracking 

attributions of so-called reproduction carpets shows the overall design’s movement 

west, thereby providing a step towards understanding how this Khorasan carpet ended 
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up in Constantinople by the late nineteenth century. Examining the seventeenth 

century global imperialistic networks that shaped the creation this carpet not only 

helps to fill in the gaps left by its limited provenance, but it also starts to show what is 

missed in this history due to the emphasis placed on the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century imperialistic interpretation of this carpet. 

 Chapter four explored how the Khorasan carpet’s interest and interpretation in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries shifted to center American and 

European perspectives due to the implementation of industrial imperialism. Events 

like the Vienna World’s Fair of 1873 and scholars a part of the Arts and Crafts 

movement reveal how Western scholars of North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia 

produced knowledge about these areas based on capitalistic interests and their own 

fantasies about these places as well as provided a paternalistic and essentialized 

outlook of Iranian carpet weaving traditions. This background information informed 

how early twentieth century carpet scholars analyzed the Khorasan carpet as they 

respected the craft of the carpet’s construction while belittling the intellectual and 

conceptual awareness of its Iranian weavers. This in turn provided the stage by which 

Henry Francis du Pont came to own this carpet and use it as a background for his 

American decorative arts collection. While du Pont had a certain respect for objects 

like the Khorasan carpet and their history, recent reproductions or adaptations 

commissioned by Winterthur perpetuate narratives of exoticization and Iranian 

cultural ignorance put into circulation by early twentieth century carpet scholars. Thus, 

the Khorasan carpet’s interpretation and interest in America and Europe was and is 



 88 

directly influenced by this industrial imperialism. Unless there is an intervention into 

United States knowledge production about the Khorasan carpet and other Iranian 

carpets, this same fetishization and exoticization will continue to limit our 

understanding of the carpet. 

 In sum, the Khorasan carpet embodies a long and complex history of 

imperialistic global influences. Yet European and North American scholars of North 

Africa, the Middle East, and Asia imposed their own epistemological prejudices on the 

carpet’s interpretation, excluding the rest of its long history. That orientalist 

interpretation, one of paternalism and Western imperialism, persists today not just for 

this Khorasan carpet, but also for the rest of the Khorasan carpet class and Iranian 

carpets in general. This issue of continued imperialistic interpretation is not just a 

problem in the Winterthur Museum. Many North American and Western European 

museums continue to perpetuate these orientalist assumptions through their 

interpretation or lack of interpretation of carpets. This is counterproductive to the 

many decolonizing and anti-racist initiatives that North American and Western 

European museums implemented in the last few decades. If these institutions are truly 

committed to these initiatives, then they need to implement strategies to combat these 

orientalist interpretations that still linger.  

 First, museums and cultural heritage institutions that steward Iranian carpets 

need to be honest about the ways that we contribute to the perpetuation of orientalism 

and Western imperialistic perspectives and actively choose to change the narrative. 

The history of the Khorasan carpets is vast, complex, and trans-imperialistic. The 
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same can be said of other Iranian carpets. If we expand our interpretations to include 

this history instead of artificially limiting our knowledge to a specific period and to 

cater to a Western clientele, we can tell much more nuanced and thoughtful histories 

about the interactions between the Middle East, Europe, and North America. A good 

way to do so would be to communicate and collaborate with specialist Iranian scholars 

who have culturally specific knowledge about these heritage items. Considering the 

state of global politics involving the Islamic Republic of Iran, especially regarding its 

human rights violations, it is highly unlikely that these kinds of conversations will 

happen between scholars in Iran and scholars from North America or Europe for the 

foreseeable future. For now, a good option is to communicate with Iranian scholars 

through organizations such as the Iran Heritage Foundation in the United Kingdom or 

the Persian Heritage Foundation in the United States.158  

 Acknowledging how museums in the United States and Europe perpetuated 

orientalist and Western imperialistic perspectives through Iranian carpets is only the 

beginning. A contributing factor to the perpetuation of these perspectives is the fact 

that, unless a museum has a specific interest in carpets, most Iranian carpets end up in 

museum storage with very little likelihood of seeing the light of day again. To combat 

this, these carpets should be exhibited with these expansive and nuanced 
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interpretations to the public. An exhibit on colonial-imperialist history that centers 

objects from multiple locations like the Khorasan carpet or Chinese export porcelain 

could be a good way of exploring this vast history as well as confronting the 

prejudices perpetuated by earlier interpretations. For Winterthur specifically, a special 

tour of the main house museum portion that focuses on the carpets and how they are 

used in that context could not only showcase the general history of carpets, but also 

provide thoughtful insight into how these carpets are used in American museum 

spaces. 

 Further research and practice in decolonizing museum settings is required if we 

want to showcase the Khorasan carpet and other Iranian carpets in their entirety. Until 

that happens, I end with this last note: This thesis and my continued fascination with 

the Khorasan carpet were born out of a willingness to learn and grow by stepping 

outside of my comfort zone. As such, I invite all cultural heritage professionals to step 

outside of their museum or material culture comfort zones. Perhaps if they do, we can 

all work on learning and growing together for the betterment of the objects in our 

collections and their untold histories.
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Appendix 

 

FIGURES AND TABLE 

 

Figure 1 Rug, unknown maker. Khorasan, Persia, 1600 – 1700. Wool and cotton. 

Acc. 1959.0914. Photography by Nat Caccamo. Gift of Henry Francis du 

Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library.
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Figure 2 Diagram of symmetrical knots, drawn by the author. 
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Figure 3 Diagram of asymmetrical knots, drawn by the author. 
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Figure 4 Diagram of jufti knots, drawn by the author. 
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Figure 5 Ultra-violet image of the Rug, unknown maker. Khorasan, Persia, 1600 – 

1700. Wool and cotton. Acc. 1959.0914. Photography by Nat Caccamo. 

Gift of Henry Francis du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & 

Library. 
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Figure 6 Catalog Photo of Winterthur’s Khorasan Carpet. Part of The Very 

Notable Collection of Mr.Carl Robert Lamm. 1923. Image provided by 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Thomas J. Watson Library. 
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Figure 7 Blue outline of rewoven outer guard and red outline of original inner 

guard of the Rug, unknown maker. Khorasan, Persia, 1600 – 1700. Wool 

and cotton. Acc. 1959.0914. Photography by Nat Caccamo. Gift of Henry 

Francis du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. 
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Figure 8 Polonaise Carpet. 17th century. Made in Iran, probably Isfahan or 

Kashan. Cotton, silk, metal wrapped thread; asymmetrically knotted pile, 

brocaded. Acc. 50.190.2. Image provided by The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York. Gift of John D. Rockefeller Jr., 1950. 
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Figure 9 Silk Kashan Carpet. 16th century. Made in Iran, probably Kashan. Silk; 

asymmetrically knotted pile. Acc. 58.46. Image provided by The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Mrs. Douglas M. 

Moffat, 1958. 
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Figure 10 Spandrel detail of the Winterthur Khorasan Carpet. Khorasan, Persia, 

1600 – 1700. Wool and cotton. Acc. 1959.0914. Photography by Nat 

Caccamo. Gift of Henry Francis du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, 

Garden & Library. 
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Figure 11 Three Caravels in a Rising Squall with Arion on a Dolphin from “The 

Sailing Vessels.” 1561-1565. Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Frans Huys, 

Hieronymus Cock. Engraving and etching. Acc. 59.532.24. Image 

provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Bequest of 

Alexandrine Sinsheimer, 1958. 
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Figure 12 Portrait of a Bearded Man with a Ruff. 1625. Painted by Frans Hals. Oil 

on canvas. Acc. 49.7.34. Image provided by The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York. The Jules Bache Collection, 1949. 
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Figure 13 “Jonah and the Whale,” Folio Probably from a Jami al-Tavarikh 

(Compendium of Chronicles). Ca. 1400. Attributed to Iran. Ink, opaque 

watercolor, gold, and silver on paper. Acc. 33.113. Image provided by 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer 

Bequest, 1933. 
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Figure 14 “Sultan Bahadur and Rumi Khan jumping into the sea when surrounded 

by Portuguese boats.” La’l. India. 1603-1604. In Akbarnama, vol 1, by 

Abu’l-Fazl ibn Mubarak, from the beginnings of the dynasty up to 1555. 

Courtesy of the British Library Board Or. 12988, f. 66. 
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Figure 15 Carpet with a “Portuguese” design. Made in Caucasus. Late 19th – 20th 

century. Wool; symmetrical knotted pile. R36.00.2. The Textile Museum 

Collection, Washington, D.C. Acquired by George Hewitt Myers in 

1926. Photography by Breton Littlehales. 
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Figure 16 Rug with an Interlocking Lozenge-Medallion Design. 17th-18th century. 

Attributed to modern day Azerbaijan, probably Kuba. Wool, 

symmetrically knotted pile. Acc. 08.234.2. Image provided by The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Rogers Fund, 1908. 
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Figure 17 Rug, unknown maker. Afshar, Iran, undated. Wool. Acc. 1959.1469. Gift 

of Henry Francis du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & 

Library. 
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Figure 18 Painting, Portrait, Unknown woman, by Gerrit Duyckinck. New York, 

New York, 1690 – 1710. Oil paint on wood. Acc. 1956.0565. Bequest of 

Henry Francis du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library 
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Figure 19 Star medallion carpet with design elements outlined in red and pattern 

elements in black. 16th century. Attributed to Northwestern Iran. Cotton 

and wool; asymmetrically knotted pile. Acc. 64.311. Image provided by 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Joseph V. 

McMullan, 1964. 
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Figure 20 Red outline of design elements and black outline of pattern elements of 

the star medallion carpet. 16th century. Attributed to Northwestern Iran. 

Cotton and wool; asymmetrically knotted pile. Acc. 64.311. Image 

provided by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Joseph 

V. McMullan, 1964. 
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Figure 21 The Winterthur Khorasan carpet with design elements outlined in red and 

pattern units in black. Khorasan, Persia, 1600 – 1700. Wool and cotton. 

Acc. 1959.0914. Photography by Nat Caccamo. Gift of Henry Francis du 

Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. 
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Figure 22 Red outline of design elements and black outline of pattern elements of 

the Winterthur Khorasan carpet. Acc. 1959.0914. Gift of Henry Francis 

du Pont. Courtesy Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. 
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Figure 23 Indo-Persian carpet with vine scroll and palmette pattern. Middle of the 

17th century. Wool pile on cotton foundation. Acc. 1975.1.2457. Image 

provided by the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Robert 

Lehman Collection, 1975. 
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Figure 24 Detail of a Loading Chest. Unknown maker. 1590-1620. Made in Kochi, 

India. Angelim wood and iron, painted interior. Courtesy of the Museu 

Nacional de Arte Antiga and Museus e Monumentos de Portugal, E.P.E/ 

Arquivo de Documentação Fotográfica. Photography by the author.  
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Figure 25 Namban folding screen with a departing Portuguese ship. By Kano 

Naizen. Ca. 1606. Made in Japan. Wooden lattice covered with paper, 

gold leaf, polychrome tempera painting, silk lacquer, copper gilt. 

Courtesy of the Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga. Photography by Museus 

e Monumentos de Portugal, E.P.E/ Arquivo de Documentação 

Fotográfica. 
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Figure 26 Namban folding screen with an arriving Portuguese ship. By Kano 

Naizen. Ca. 1606. Made in Japan. Wooden lattice covered with paper, 

gold leaf, polychrome tempera painting, silk lacquer, copper gilt. 

Courtesy of the Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga. Photography by Museus 

e Monumentos de Portugal, E.P.E/ Arquivo de Documentação 

Fotográfica. 
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Figure 27 Persian Pavillion (Nr. 1429). World’s Fair of 1873. Vienna. Michael 

Frankenstein & Comp. (photo studio), Wiener Photographen-Association 

(publishing house). Wien Museum Inv.-Nr. 38495/8, CC0 

(https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at/en/object/117166/). 

 

 

https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at/en/object/117166/
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Figure 28 Photo of Readbourne Stair Hall with the Khorasan carpet. “IMLS 

Assessment of Readbourne Stair Hall, 2018.” Photo date unknown. 

Readbourne Stair Hall File. Winterthur Registration, Winterthur 

Museum, Garden & Library. 
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Figure 29 Photo of Readbourne Stair Hall with Khorasan carpet facing the stairs. 

“IMLS Assessment or Readbourne Stair Hall, 2018.” Photo date 

unknown. Readbourne Stair Hall File. Winterthur Registration, 

Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. 
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Table 1 Carpets exported by the VOC between 1651-1666 

Year Number Type Price 

(florins) 

Destination 

1651 111 wool 2891 Batavia  
2 silk 1255 Netherlands 

1652 49 wool 830 Netherlands  
37 wool 818 Batavia  
47 wool 801 Batavia 

1653 67 wool n.a.  Batavia  
6 silk n.a.  Batavia 

1657 12 wool 428 Batavia 

1658 12 wool 428 Batavia 

1659 20 wool n.a.  Batavia  
6 wool n.a. Ceylon  
some wool n.a. Coromandel  
2 silk n.a. Batavia  
8 wool 564 Paliacatta 

1660 20 wool 738 Batavia  
10 wool n.a. Ceylon  
2 silk n.a. Batavia 

1662 4 wool 214 Masulipatnam  
10 wool 328 Ceylon  
16 wool n.a. Batavia 

1663 21 wool 747 Batavia  
6 wool 840 Ceylon  
7 silk 939 Batavia  
4 silk with 

gold 

2731 Netherlands 
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Table 1 continued.159 

1664 2 wool 362 Coromandel  
10 wool 674 Bengal  
7 wool 236 Malacca  
1 wool 74 Ceylon  
8 silk with 

gold 

1483 Netherlands 

1665 6 wool 158 Malacca 

1666 12 wool 429 Ceylon  
28 wool 1826 Batavia 

 

 

 

 

 

 
159 Compiled by Willem Floor, The Persian Textile Industry: in Historical 

Perspective, 1500-1925 (Société d'histoire de l'Orient l'Harmattan, 2002): 78-79; Data 

from “1.01.02 Inventory of the archives of the States General, (1431) 1576-1796,” 

Algemeen Rijks Archief, accessed February 5, 2025, 

https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/en/research/archive/1.01.02. 

https://www.nationaalarchief.nl/en/research/archive/1.01.02

