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INTRODUCTION

In the 1970s a great many flat-weaves, mafrashes (bedding boxes), khorjins
(saddlebags) and salt bags suddenly appeared on the rug market. Scholars and
dealers were befuddled and sought a logical attribution. The Shahsevan, a
collection of tribal groups of nomadic pastoralists in the region who regularly
migrated to and from the Mughan plains and Ardabil, were thought to be the
likely suspects. Armenians, a people with a long weaving history who also lived
in the region, were ignored. Since Armenians were a settled people, rug
scholars and dealers believed they did not weave or have a need for
transportable flat-weaves. Flat-weaves and rugs having common motifs, the pile
rugs were automatically attributed to the Shahsevan.

In this article | will demonstrate that many of the flat-weaves and pile rugs
attributed to the Shahsevan were actually woven by Armenians.

"Shahsevan" means "those who love the shah” in Turkic. The Shasevans were
a collection of tribal groups brought together in a confederacy sometime
between the 16™ and the 18™ centuries. Most discussions of the term Shahsevan
refer to its original meaning as extreme personal loyalty and religious devotion
to the Safavid kings.! Until the early 20% century, the Shahsevan had a tribal
and pastoral nomadic lifestyle, moving during summer 100-200 km. to the
south on the Sabalan and nearby ranges, in the districts of Ardabil,
Meshginshahr, and Sarab, and during the winter to the Mughan region. They
were a minority in this area, but like the settled majority (whom the Shahsevan
call "Tat"), they were Shia Muslims and spoke Azerbaijani.?

The Mughan plain, where they migrated to with their herds in winter, is an
extremely fertile stretch of land, stretching presently from northwestern Iran to
the southern part of the Republic of Azerbaijan. It is located on the bank of
the Aras (Arax) River, extending to Iran. Just north of the Mughan plain are the
Armenian historic provinces of Siunik and Artsakh.

! The Safavid dynasty ruled Iran between 1501 and 1736.
2 Richard Tapper, “Shahsevan", https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/shahsevan 2010.
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it. It is also interesting to note that the mafrash seems to be unique to the
Caucasus and northwestern Iran. The Turkmen to the east of the Caspian Sea
had no box-shaped transport bags.’”

SHAHSEVAN MISATTRIBUTION OF ARMENIAN PILE RUGS

What | mentioned above is not all. Indeed, many Caucasian antique pile rugs
from the 19% century and earlier attributed to the Shahsevan were actually
woven by Armenians and other settled peoples. Contrary to popular belief, the
Shahsevan did not weave pile rugs until well into the 20* century when they
were forced by the Soviet authorities and Iran to abandon their nomadic
lifestyle and start a sedentary life.?

Shahsevan weaving attribution is relatively new. It never even existed before
the 1970s. The number of attributions to the Shahsevan since the 1970s is
astounding considering that after the conquest of the Mughan plains by the
Russians in 1822 and the signing of the Treaty of Turkmanchay (1828) Russia
permitted Shahsevan nomads only limited access to their former pasturelands
in Mughan. But they failed to observe the limitations, so Russia finally closed
the Mughan frontier for the Shahsevan tribes in 1884.° Therefore, in essence,
the Shahsevans were no longer in the area where all these flat-weaves and rugs
were supposed to have been woven.

Raoul Tschebull, a prominent rug collector and author of many books on
antique Caucasian rugs, believes the Shahsevan attribution was the creation of
authors Siawosch Azadi and, especially, Parviz Tanavoli, who had claimed it in
his seminal book Shahsavan: Iranian Rugs and Textiles.

Anthropologist Richard Tapper was an authority on the Shahsevan. He lived
with them in the 1960s and wrote several books. At a New England Rug Society
(NERS) conference in 1999, invited by Tschebull, he confirmed that the
Shahsevan did not weave pile rugs prior to the 20™ century.

In a letter addressed to me, Tschebull wrote: “Richard Tapper, taught at
Cambridge, did fieldwork with the Shahsevan in 1965-66, has published
quite a bit. | knew Tapper quite well, got him to speak at the NERS. Azadi
seized on the name by 1971, but thought Sarab rugs were woven by the
Shahsavan. That's probably where all this “Shahsavan rugs” attributions
came from. | spent part of two summers with Moghanlu semi-nomads. Some

7 Siawosch Azadi and Peter A. Andrews, “Mafrash”, Dietrioch Reimer Verlag /
Weltkunst Verlag, 1985 ISBN 10: 3496010223 / ISBN 13: 9783496010227
® Richard Tapper, “Raiding, Reaction and Rivalry: The Shahsevan Tribes in the
Constitutional Period,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies,
3(49):1986, pp. 508-531, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/617828 .
® Tapper.
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of my expurgated field notes are in my book Qarajah to Quba. | think
virtually all pile weaving in East Azerbaijan was done by settled weavers.
That doesn’t sell. Dealers often don’t know the truth anyway.”®

A pertinent question is: why would nomads weave or use pile rugs, which
were significantly heavier to transport and took longer to weave than flat-
weaves? Here again Tschebull offers his opinion on a rug attributed to the
Shahsevan in the influential Rug Blog Turkotek.

This idea that such rugs are Shahsevan is a chimera, a ghost, a romantic
idea, flitting around to tease you. Pile weaving in large formats can be pretty
easily attributed to sedentary weavers. If I’'m the bearer of bad news, in that
rustic pile rugs are not generally nomadic products. Don’t slay the
messenger. But do recognize that nomads aren’t more artistic weavers than
are villagers - please."

Another argument that can be added to whatever has been said is that the
loom width of the pile rugs had to be wide to enable the weaving of these larger
pile rugs. But the problem is that nomads wouldn’t stay in one place long
enough to weave such large pile rugs. Nomads typically moved every 10-14 days
to meet grazing needs.'” Many large flat-weaves woven by nomads are made up
of strips sewn together, which in turn, were woven on small horizontal looms.
An additional argument has to do with the format. Among the Shahsevan the
format for floor covering was apt to be square as they lived in circular nomadic
felt tents they called Alachigh.”® The long and narrow format typified by a pile
rug works well in a long, narrow village house. Not so much in a circular tent.

Jenny Housego also wrote about the Shahsevan and notes “Pile weaving
never seems to have featured to any large extent.”"

Perhaps, most telling of all these arguments is a quote from Wendel Swan,
who in 2007 wrote:

In recent years, many books, magazines, websites and exhibition catalogs
have made specific attribution of pile rugs to the Shahsavan, perhaps only
by default when no other label can be attached.™

10 Raoul Tschebull, personal communications, 06/29/2023.

" Turkotek 07-28-2001 at 09:23 a.m.
http://www.turkotek.com/salon_00068/s68t1.htm.

12 Raoul E. Tschebull, “Qarajeh to Quba”, 2019, Near Eastern Art Research Centre, p.
28.

13 https://dandavisauthor.com/the-incredible-domed-tents-of-the-shahsavan/ .

14 Jenny Housego, Tribal Rugs, An Introduction to the Weaving of the Tribes of Iran,
Scorpion Publications, Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1978, p. 10.

1S Wendel R. Swan, “Characteristics of Antique Azerbaijani Shahsavan Pile Weaving,”
Azerbaijanian Carpet, Roya Taghiyeva (ed.), 2007, pp. 62-77.
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There are a great many ancient precedents for this opposing serpents
motif abundantly spread across ancient Armenian art as well as medieval
statues, khachkars, manuscripts and, later on, rugs.

CONCLUSION

The Shahsevan attribution of Caucasian flat-weaves and pile rugs only began
in the late 1970s as a large number of mafrashes, khorjins and salt bags
suddenly appeared on the market. Dealers sought a group to whom they could
conveniently attribute them all. Armenians, also in the region, were never
considered a possible source because it was believed settled people did not
weave or have a use for such transportable weavings. Since flat-weaves and pile
rugs shared common motifs, Armenians were excluded as the likely source for
pile rugs as well. Therefore, the Shahsevan, a nomadic pastoralist group, were
determined to be the weavers for both!!

In this paper | have demonstrated that the Armenians wove their share of
transportable Caucasian flat-weaves and likely the majority of pile rugs. | have
also demonstrated through historical sources and the first-hand experience of
anthropologist Richard Tapper and tribal weaving experts that the Shahsevan
never wove pile rugs. Yet both these myths persist today. Rug scholars and
dealers have never considered the Armenians as a source for these flat-weaves
and pile rugs because they are generally unfamiliar with the culture and art of
the Armenians.
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Sonnwwdwaghpp, huswbu hp twfunpn jonnuwsdhu dko («Swdbkgnn ufuwjw-
wwuwnwiubp 20pn nupnt wpbwdnbwu  gnpgughwnniptiwu  dbke», <LK
Fu9(2):2023, ko 439-48), wjuwnbin b Yp ubpYujugul wpbudnbwu gnpgugh-
wnipbwt dko mbn gunwd w)| junjwiswlwi ufuw| dp' Swhubiwu jnponponLwd
gnhpgbipnt G bwjuawwbuwlubipnt dwupl:

<pdunibing wdnip thwuwnbipne e JYywynyshiuubipne Yypwy, hbinhuwyp Yp ypbwpyk
Pwpnitq Fwuwinhhtu hwuwmwplubpp, npny Jbpshuu 18-19nn nwipniu hhwnuwd
Yuwng dp gnpgbip «Cwhubiiu» Yp hwdwpk: (uingpdbwu Yp hwiwunk, ph gnpg
Ypuwy hpwnih) dhwju bunwybwg dnnnynipnubpne Ynndk, Jdphus pwthwnwlwi
gbnwiunuwpbp Juptwwnbe Yp Juwo npbitk nwpwsdph Jpwy, hul Swhubiwu gbinw-
funwiphu pnup tunwybiwgnyehit ywpwnwnpnuws £ 1930wlwutbpniu: Uhwdwdw-
Uy, jonnuwdwghpp 19pn nupnt hwywlwu gnpgbip ophtwy peipbiiny wuwwnkqg Yp
Ywpnwy (Gwuwinghh, np h jupn pbpt gbe JEY hwwnhly oppuwl’ Swhubwtubpniu
hhwd 19pn nuipne wju gnpgbipku:

Wnnthwunbpg, hbnhuwyp Yp pwgwwnpk twb wju jnpenpenwiht tnwpwdnwdiht
onujulwu ywwndwnp, pungdtind np qunpnht Yuwd hwwwpnpihtu hwdwp wikih
gpwths Yp husk niubuwp gnpgp  gbnwiunwdiph  dp, npniu yhubpp  Bnuwghu
wpouwywypbipniu Jpwy gnpg Yp hpwbt phs wwbuny Vunwlbwg ppwing
hwunbiné.. .:
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