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Prayer Rug Caucasus, Early 20th century
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Prayer Rug Northeast Anatolia, Turkey, Late 19th century
Warp and weft, wool, metal threads, 177x138
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Prayer Rug for Saddle Southeast Iran, 19th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 99x93-115
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Prayer Rug Konya, Turkey, Early 20th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 198x142
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Garden Carpet Dagestan, Late 18th century, Warp and weft, wool, 600x150
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Medallion Carpet Iran, 20th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 174x122
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Medallion Carpet - Segment Herat, Afghanistan, 19th century
Warp, weft and pile, Wool, 180x100
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Courtesy of the L.A Mayer Museum of Islamic Art, Jerusalem
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Garden Carpet Caucasus, Late 19th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 238x160
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Garden Carpet Tabriz, Iran, Early 20th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 170x145
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Garden Carpet Caucasus, Early 20th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 250x180
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Mary and Emil Pikovsky, Jerusalem
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Garden Carpet Kashan, Iran, Late 18th century
Warp, weft and pile, wool, 210x140
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Zeev and Miri Holtzman private collection
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Page from the Quran Chapter 17 verses 1-5, Iran, 19th century

Ink, watercolors and gold on paper, 20x23
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Yuhanna Dawud, London

59 58



16711 1IXNI1,]X1'X T* A727 AN*NA TInyY
19x30 ,1'1 7V 17171 0N "WYX

N Jl ol ,olpl dhghiel dialiial dadsa
Fx19 919 ule dumsg afilo ololl

Frontispiece of Manuscript Iran, 16th century
Watercolors and gold on paper, 30x19
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Yuhanna Dawud, London
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Binding Iran, Qajar Dynasty, (1794-1925)
papier-maché and lacquer, 23.6x13
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Yuhanna Dawud, London
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Quran Binding Karachi, India, 19th century, papier-méaché and lacquer, 62x43.2
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Gift of Abraham Bornstein, Boston
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Binding Iran, 17th century, leather, embossed decoration, 29.5x19

11T117 ,TIRT XINT AT ,077W10 780 1IXTIN
Oail agls lagy dyi ,puaall L Juilpw] canio

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Yuhanna Dawud, London
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Heyman Dullaert Dutch, 1636-1684
Still Life Second half of the 17th century
Oil on canvas, 68x57
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Bequest of Helmut Sommer, London
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Shay Aloni Born in Israel 1954 Shay Aloni Born in Israel 1954
Irena and Anatoly Kleinerman From the series "Local Living, Room” Ahmad Halil Abu Rafi Eghbariyya, and his wife Khadra Hussein
Afula, 1999, Color photograph, 58x86 From the series "Oldtimers of the Wadi”, Mushayrifah, 2007, Color photograph, 76x86
Lent by the artist / olall oo 8ylc] / 1nXA N7RWI Lent by the artist / olall oo 8)lc] / 1K N7RWI

69 68



195471 7X1W'1 T711 *MIX "W
“N1j7n N70” MO0 1IN BATTY'1 07N 17IWK ,"IN1Y DXD1
86x58 ,U1X D17XT1 2002 ,i17T10

190¢ ol Judlpau] 16 slg uigli (L
":JL‘I.M oolba" dbulull o sugdllg syadil diagjg Sroc o L
AxoA L ololdl 8ygua T . T L dlaia

Shay Aloni Born in Israel 1954
Bassam Omari, his wife Hlas and their children
From the series "Local Livingn Room"”, Sandala, 2002, Color photograph, 58x86

Lent by the artist / ;lall o 8)lc] / 1AXD N7RWI
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Shay Aloni Born in Israel 1954
Avraham Adan ("Bren") From the series "Warriors”
Ramat Hasharon, 2003, Color photograph, 86x76

Lent by the artist / olall oo 8)lc] / 1K N7RWI
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Fikret Atay Born in Turkey 1976
Lalo's Story 2004
Video installation, 4:58 min
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The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Gift of Emma and Philip Cohen, Paris

Carpet courtesy of Eli Sassoon Carpets
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Nevet Yitzhak Born in Israel 1975
Sun on the Red Sea 2012
Video projection, sound, 2:45 min, 220x170
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convex or concave. These features allow transferring
the decorative designs from one material to another
and from one medium to another, hence the general
impression of the uniformity of Islamic art.®

The study of Islamic art reveals the ethnic origins
of ornamentation in the Arab culture of nomadic life in
the desert, a culture that does not attach importance
to the material and to amassing material objects, a
culture that prefers the portable and simple. Islamic
art is based on textile weaving, embroidery, and basket
weaving, which characterizes the decorative patterns.
The internal decorative rhythm matches the rhythm of
Arabic poetry. The decorative patterns, like the rhyme
in Arabic poetry, are repeated in different variations,
reflecting the movement in the desert and the slowly
changing landscape, climate, and celestial bodies. The
nations that occupied and dominated the Islamic world,
like the Seljuk Turks, the Mongolians, the Turk-Mongol
tribes, and the Turkmen, also nomadic societies, brought
with them artistic concepts similar to those of the Arabs,
adding various motifs and enriching the decorative
designs of Islamic art.

Lisa Golembek identifies the textile reflex in Islamic
art in her article, "The Draped Universe of Islam."”
According to Golembek, the culture's obsession with
textiles is expressed in Islamic art. Hence religious
buildings and palaces in Iran and Central Asia are
covered with colorful ceramic tile from their foundations
to their domes. In her opinion, this total covering mimics

the way fabrics are wrapped around the human body.
All of life is conducted in a world that is wrapped in
many types of cloth, cloaks and scarves, carpets and
prayer rugs, curtains, pillow covers, and tapestries that
are entirely decorated. Ornamentation constitutes a
kind of skin, mantle, or shell, giving the impression
that it can be removed from the object it envelopes.
It appears to dominate the surface of the object
while simultaneously being subject to the form and
structure of the object, thus enslaved by it, but without
surrendering its essence.

The question of the significance of the decorative
designs of Islamic art has been the subject of a great
deal of research.® Is it possible to identify hidden
religious symbolism even though there is no written
corroboration to indicate this? There is no doubt that
when ornamentation and inscriptions are integrated,
it is possible to read the message, but in the absence
of inscriptions, is it still possible to discern some kind
of meaning in the decorative design alone? To some,
the decorative floral designs represent heaven-the
representation of law and order. The drum of the Dome
of the Rock on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, which
is decorated with a long inscription from the Quran
that is integrated into a decorative scheme of tendrils
and amphorae (urns to store grains or wine) using a
technique of glass mosaics, lends itself to this type of
interpretation.? Another example of this concept is a
small inscription woven in a magnificent 16th century

6)  Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 205.

(77 Lisa Golombek, "The Draped Universe of Islam" in Content and Context of Visual Arts in the Islamic

World, ed. Priscilla Soucek (University Park, PA and London: The Pennsylvania State University Press,

1988), 25-50.

®  Bva Baer, Islamic Ornament (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 89-124.

79

carpet from Ardabil in Iran: "l have no refuge in the
world other than thy threshold; my head has no resting-
place other than this doorway”.?’ To some, the Islamic
development of the motif of the tree of life, which
originated in Persian Sasanian art, is manifested in the
decorative floral designs (Arabesque) of this carpet.?
The study of Islamic ornament over time reveals
the principles of the Islamic faith that it proffers. On one
hand, its decorative designs represents the transient,
the changing, and the temporary reality of a person's
life and of the entire universe, which is manifested in
dissolution into units, without purpose or hierarchy,
in movement and in concept, in the elimination of the
material and of the amassing of material objects. On
the other hand, it represents the absolute order of
eternal and infinite creation using principles based on
the laws of geometry. Perhaps the decorative designs
represent the perfection that exists in creation as willed
by God, the Creator of the universe, and according
to whose will-the entire universe will collapse in
smithereens, in the atoms that constitute the whole.
The decorative designs represent the submissiveness
of the details to the overall design, and thus represent
the submissiveness of human beings to the will of God.*?
The carpet pages in the Quran as frontispieces
display the splendor of ornamentation. If the Quran
is like a building that one enters to receive divine
revelation, then the opening page is the facade, the

front of the building, which alludes to its content and
to one's inner self. Perhaps the opening page of the
Quran is designed to honor and glorify the encounter
with the sacred text, while the carpet, as mentioned
by Sharon Laor-Sirak in this catalog, serves to indicate
high status, honoring and empowering the one standing
or sitting on it, who is perhaps even responsible for its
design. The carpet page serves the same purpose as an
actual carpet. The symbolic meaning of the prayer mat
is linked to the ritual act of prayer, and its place at the
opening of the Quran heralds and elevates the moment
of encounter with the word of God.

The many possible interpretations of the decorative
designs of carpet pages, as described above, relate to
the conceptual elements and characteristics of Islamic
art, in general, as well as to their sources of inspiration
and to their influence. Perhaps the decorative designs
serve as a kind of introduction to, or as another form of
expression of, the very principles of the Quran.

(9  Myriam Rosen-Ayalon, The Early Islamic Monuments of al-Haram al-Sharif: An Iconographic Study,

Qedem: Monographs of the Institute of Archeology 28, Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of

Jerusalem, 1989.

(10) Blair and Bloom, The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800, 171-172.

(11) Bear, Islamic Ornament, 90—93.
(12) Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art, 188-205.
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Islamic artistic creations. At the same time, it is possible
to identify local characteristics specific to the culture of
a particular population that reflect the aesthetic taste
of its rulers and artists. The artists who engaged in the
work of adorning the Holy Book-a noble act of religious
devotion-considered it a sacred service, almost like that
of the calligraphers, who were entrusted with revealing
the words of God in writing.

As a monotheistic faith, Islam prohibits any
figurative representation of the abstract God, the
Eternal and the Infinite. From the beginning, the
fervently religious followers of the new religion, led
by Muhammad, strived to eliminate the goddesses
of the pre-Islamic period-the "Period of Ignorance”
(Jahiliyya). They also fought against the doctrines
of the Christian and Persian religions that underlie
figurative representation of the Divine. The range of
subjects worthy of representation in religious art was
therefore limited, and all creative energy was directed
at developing calligraphy and ornamentation as means
to represent the Islamic faith.

A study of the evolution of the frontispieces
reveals the changes in the design that occurred over
time. Stylish geometric patterns and plants arranged
in rectangular frames, like guilloches, typically
placed widthwise, depending on the structure of the
manuscript, decorate the few surviving sheets of early
manuscripts dating from the 9th to 10th century. While
the range of colors is limited, it should be noted that the
use of gold is an indication of prestige and importance.

On one side of the main decoration, outside of the
frame of the texts, there is a cartouche? in the form of
a medallion or flower that represents a kind of handle
to open the book, which appears in Late Antiquity art.*

Over time, double frontispieces, designed to face
each other, were introduced, each one in the shape of a
rectangular carpet of multi-colors and varied materials
displayed lengthwise. The composition of the decorative
patterns composed of plants or geometric figures, or a
combination of the two, became increasingly complex.
Fringes were added around the rectangular frame of
the "carpet”, extending the space around it, and frames
containing texts from the Quran were added in the
pattern. Quranic inscriptions were integrated into the
ornamentation, producing a more complex calligraphic
creation.” As the decorative designs evolved, the
patterns seemed to break up into units and sub-units,
recurring in different variations in such a way that it
seemed to continue indefinitely in every direction. The
principle of repetition creates an internal rhythm of
repeated movement of hidden regularity and absolute
order, without emphasizing one form over another and
without creating a special positive versus negative
status. Despite the two-dimensional surface, there
seems be a certain depth- a fleeting 3-D optical illusion.

All of the aforementioned characteristics are
actually the hallmarks of Islamic art, in general. Any
object, made of any material, using any technique,
can be decorated by adapting the decorative design
to any surface, in any form or format, large or small,

(3 A cartouche is an ornament or figure, often in the shape of an oval shield or oblong scroll, used

as an architectural or ornamental frame enclosing a design or inscription.
4)  Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg Grabar, The Art and Architecture of Islam 650-1250, Pelican History

of Art (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987), 120-124.

(5)  Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan M. Bloom, The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800, Pelican

History of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 101-102.



some of Jan Vermeer's paintings (1632-1675), a tapestry
hangs on the wall or is spread on a table. Even today, the
oriental carpet trade is thriving. Oriental carpets are sold
in many art sales in Europe because of their high market
value and the great demand for them. For example, in
1999, four carpets were sold at an auction in Vienna for
more than 22.5 million dollars.??

Despite their popularity in the West, ethnic carpets
did not become a subject of research until the 20th
century. Until then, all ethnic carpets were considered
"Turkish” or "Persian” carpets. The classification and
cataloging of carpets by geographic and ethnographic

region began in 1908 with the publication of the book by
F. R. Martin, A History of Oriental Carpets Before 1800.3

The changes in terminology that emerged in the
research of ethnic carpets appeared for the first time
in 1978 in the British quarterly magazine, Hali, in an
issue devoted to Oriental carpets, textiles, and art. The
exhibitions, which feature ethnic carpets, such as the
"Flowers Underfoot”, held at the Metropolitan Museum
in New York City in 1997-1998, reflect the vibrancy
of the ethnic carpet market and the growing interest
in this field.

(12)  Alastair Hull, Nicholas Barnard, and James Merrell, Living with Kilims (London: Thames &

Hudson, 1991), 13

(13) Nemati, The Splendor of Antique Rugs and Tapestries, 11
(14)  Fredrik Robert Martin, A History of Oriental Carpets before 1800 (Vienna: 1908)
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Carpet Pages
in the Quran

Yehudith Shaflan

Carpet pages began to appear as frontispieces’in
manuscripts of the Quran in the 10th century, and
hence the practice of adorning the Holy Book of Islam
reached its zenith. According to the Quran, the book
was revealed to Muhammad the Prophet by the Angel
Gabriel (Jibr'ail) on the Night of Destiny (Laylat al—-
Qadr),? and thus, like the Jews and the Christians, the
Arabs became one of the three "Peoples of the Book”
(Ahal al-Kitab).

The Quran was collected and edited in its final
version in 651 C.E. Until the 11th century, it was written
and copied on parchment sheets that were bounded
together. Following the rapid expansion of the Islamic
Empire, the demand for the Holy Book increased.
Apparently the need to meet this demand did not allow

investing enough time and resources to amply adorn
the copies of the book. At this point, ornamentation
was inserted in the texts only to a limited extent, for
chapter (sura) titles and for emphasis in different
places. With the consolidation of the empire, libraries
and scriptoria (rooms designated as areas for scribes
to copy manuscripts) were set up in the courts of the
rulers who became rivals in translating and copying
manuscripts, in general, and especially in copying the
Quran. Beginning in the 11th century, the introduction of
the use of paper facilitated the work of the calligraphers
and the illustrators. The convenience of using paper
contributed to the rapid and widespread distribution of
the decorative patterns that were developed, as well as
to the consolidation of the characteristics common to all

1) The term, frontispiece, was coined in Western culture around 1600. Originally French,

meaning a gate or the decorated fagade of a building, the term was borrowed to indicate the

opening page of a page that was decorated with architectural elements, such as columns and

gables. The term was later used to indicate an illustrated page that refers to the contents of the

book or to its author.

(2 Hebrew translation of the Quran, by Uri Rubin (Ramat Aviv: Tel Aviv University: 2005).
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Further evidence of the link between the carpet and
spiritual status is found in Muslim mystical stories that
attribute supernatural powers to carpets. In the 12th
century, the renowned Iranian mystic, Farid al-Din Attar,
described a scene in which the 8th century scholar,
Hasan al-Basri placed his prayer carpet on the waters
of the Euphrates and invited the Sufi saint, Rabia al-
Adawiyya, to pray with him. She threw the carpet in
the air and invited the scholar to join her in prayer on
the flying carpet.

Tales of the magic carpet also permeated Western
culture, mostly in the context of Arab folklore. One
of the most famous carpets is Aladdin's carpet. The
animated movie hero of a Walt Disney film was named
after him. In the story, a street boy invites his beloved
princess, Yasmin, to see the world with him on a
magic carpet.

The carpet also symbolizes political power. In
an illustration in a book of fables, Kalilah wa Dimnah
(written in 1343, it is preserved in the National Library
of Cairo), the carpet is presented as a substitute for the
throne-a political authority appears on the carpet with
figures bowing to it.° In the biography of the Mongol-
Turkish ruler, Timur, (1336-1405), Book of Victories
(Zafarname), written in 1424 by Sharaf al-Din Ali Yazdi,
a carpet that unfolds under the ruler's chair is described.
According to this narrative, the carpet in the reception
hall represented the king, and in his absence, it was
customary for the visitors to kiss it.% In a photograph
published in 1974 in the American magazine, People,

(5) Ettinghousen, Prayer Rugs,14.
6  Ibid., 14.

(77  Gantzhorn, Oriental Carpets, 18.
®  Ettinghousen, Prayer Rugs, 17.

King Faisal of Saudi Arabia appears praying alone on a
carpet with people seated around it.”

In Muslim society as a whole, the carpet plays an
important role in ritual prayer. In Ibn Battuta's travel
journal, written in the 14th century, he describes Cairo
and its customs, noting that every person there used a
personal prayer mat for the morning prayers.® Prayer
carpets are decorated with an arch that symbolizes
the alcove (mihrab) in a mosque, which indicates the
direction of prayer-toward Mecca in Western Saudi
Arabia. On some carpets, there is an oil lamp, which
represents the light of God, descending from the top
of the arch. Some carpets are decorated with a motif
that indicates the position of the legs of the person
praying and other typical drawings of flowering trees
(representing the tree of life), two palms (the hands
of Fatimah, the daughter of Muhammad), or combs
(representing the purity of the body). The prayer rug
is widely used to this day. In the mosque in Mecca,
worshippers are provided with personal carpets, which
they roll up and take them with them at the end of
the prayer.?

The origin of the prayer carpet is a subject of
debate among scholars. The conventional view is that
it originated in the geographic region extending from the
Caucasus, Turkestan, and Central Asia to Mongolia and
China-a region referred to by researchers as the "carpet
belt.” Scholars surmise that the nomadic tribes in this
area were shepherds who abstained from butchering
animals because they preferred to use the wool to

9  Alexander Knysh, "Sadjdjada", The Encyclopedia of Islam, vol. VIII, 1995, 741.
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weave carpets to spread on the ground to heat their
tents. Written sources (from Egypt, Greece, Phoenicia,
Mesopotamia, and Iran), dating from the 8th century
B.C.E., refer to the use of carpets. One of them describes
the renowned carpet, "Spring of Khusrau,” that adorned
the floor of palace of the Sasanian King, Khusrau |, in
Irag (488-531C. E.). According to the sources, the huge
carpet was made of woven silk embroidered with gold
and silver thread, and decorated with precious stones.?®

Because very delicate materials (wool, cotton,
and silk) were used to weave textiles, very few have
survived. The hand-knotted "Pazyryk Carpet” is the
most ancient found intact. Its style suggests that it is
from the period of the Achaemenid Empire, the First
Persian Empire (539-331B. C. E.), dating from the 5th
century B.C.E. The carpet, which was discovered in 1949
in a grave in the Pazyryk region in Southern Siberia,
sheds light on the highly advanced weaving traditions
that already existed then, and allows us to learn about
the techniques used to hand-knot wool, as well as to
design and to dye wool. The carpet is on display today at
The State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg.

In nomadic societies, women wove carpets, and the
weaving traditions that were passed down from mother
to daughter played a major role in the tribal culture. In
marriage, which was also a political- economic alliance
between two families, the bride brought a dowry that
included carpets and bedding. She usually wove them
herself with the help of the women in the family.1

In general, stylized animals, floral motifs, symbols
of fertility, and symbols of historical or family events

10) Knysh, "Sadjdjada", The Encyclopedia of Islam, 741

of experienced weavers appear on ethnic carpets. The
carpet style indicates its geographic and ethnographic
origin. For example, Caucasian carpets are distinguished
by dominant blue and red colors, and secondary black,
brown, and green colors. Kurdish carpets (Western
Iran) are usually large carpets or rugs for hallways that
are characterized by dark colors (blue, maroon, and
brown), and by medallions and flowers. Turkmen carpets
(Central Asia) are characterized by shades of red and
simple geometric patterns composed of diamonds
and octagons.

Late medieval paintings indicate that the tribal
weaving tradition coincided with the ethnic carpet
trade in European capitals. The earliest evidence of
this is found in paintings from the second half of the
13th century in northern Italy. The carpets serve as the
background in these paintings of holy figures, such as
Jesus and Mary.

In the 14th century, oriental carpets became a
highly sought after luxury among the aristocracy and
the Church in Italy. Oriental carpets, usually Turkish,
spread out on a table or on the floor, hung on a balcony
railing, or as an adornment, appear in portraits from this
period. During the 16th and 17th centuries, the oriental
carpet trade expanded in the West. Hence, carpets were
increasingly displayed in works of art. The origin of many
of the carpets from this period has been identified as the
region of Ushak, which is in Western Anatolia, Turkey. In
many 16th and 17th centuries still life paintings, primarily
from the Netherlands, carpets appear routinely in the
adornment of contemporary rooms. For example, in

(11) Parviz Nemati, The Splendor of Antique Rugs and Tapestries (New York: Rizzoli International

Publications, 2001), 16
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The Magic
Carpet

Sharon Laor-Sirak

"Roll out the red carpet” is an expression that conveys
honoring a person by welcoming him with great
hospitality or ceremony. In this way, for instance, a VIP
is honored upon exiting an airplane, or upon arriving at
a gala event, such as the Academy Awards ceremony-
celebrities enter the building where the ceremony
is to take place by walking on the red carpet leading
to the entrance.

The custom of rolling out the red carpet, the
symbol of status and power (political or spiritual),
is based on a long-standing tradition. It expresses
appreciation and esteem for the person for whom the
carpet is rolled out. For example, it is written in the
New Testament that when Jesus entered Jerusalem,
the Apostles laid down their cloaks on the ground
before him, in lieu of a carpet, out of reverence.! On

(6))
(2)

Matthew 12:8-9; Mark 11:7-10; Luke 19:36-38.

18th Century (Cologne: Taschen, 1998), 22.
(3 Ibid., 103.

4
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a mural (dating from the 6th and 7th century C. E.) in
East Turkestan, Buddha is seated on a carpet with a
halo painted over his head. Both the carpet and the halo
symbolize spiritual strength.? In European Renaissance
art, from the 13th century onwards, a carpet appears in
paintings of sacred figures, such as Mary and Joseph.
Most of the carpets are decorated with floral and
geometric patterns, and are spread out at their feet or
hung behind them.® An illustration in a book published
in Afghanistan, The Ascension of Muhammad (Miraj
Nameh), dating from 1436, depicts Muhammad in prayer
surrounded by historical and mythical figures (Adam,
Eve, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus); Muhammad is
the only figure sitting on a carpet. The central position
of Muhammad in the illustration and the halo around his
head indicate his superior spiritual status.*

Volkmar Gantzhorn, Oriental Carpets: Their Iconology and Iconography from Earliest Times to the

Richard Ettinghousen, Prayer Rugs (Washington, D.C.: Textile Museum, 1974), 13.



in the late eighteenth-century in Dagestan (a republic
bordering on Georgia). The carpet features four pools,
seen from above. The pools are designed in a star shape,
and between them are bees, flowers, and birds in a
stylized manner.

The medallion carpets evoke an affinity with
religious art; the medallion appears as a decorative
motif in manuscripts and book-bindings of the
Quran. And indeed, the two bindings and two pages
of manuscript on show in the exhibition feature
medallions whose design resembles those in the
carpets’ medallion patterns. The similarity of forms
is a typical characteristic of Islamic art in general, and
ornamentation in particular: an identical decorative
motif can appear in different fields of art, from
miniature art, up to magnificent gates. Medallions
decorated with a complex floral pattern are found both
in bindings and in illuminated manuscripts. Displayed
at the exhibition is a carpet from Herat in Afghanistan,
dating from the nineteenth century, and a seventeenth-
century binding from Persia - both feature a medallion
decorated with a curled arabesque that is characteristic
of Islamic art.

The arabesque is a foliage ornamentation that
developed in the tenth century, and it consists of a
half-palmette and a twining stem. Arabesques cover
a carpet’s surface in regular repetitions and curves,
creating a harmonious inner rhythm, with no major
or minor motifs, no center and margins. The motif
represents the beauty of creation, and the curves
indicate the circularity of the life-cycle. Another book-
binding exhibited is believed to date from nineteenth-
century Karachi; it has a floral motif that reflects a
stylistic affinity to European art. The central medallion
is decorated with subtly created naturalistic flowers,
and demonstrates Western art's impact on Islamic art.
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Trade relations between Oriental cultures and
European countries, that included the transfer and
exchange of luxury items including Oriental carpets,
encouraged intercultural encounters and reciprocal
influences. From the late thirteenth-century, the
Oriental carpet appears in portraits of distinguished
people, and also in pictures of Jesus and Mary, as the
background to the figures or beneath their feet.

In Dutch Baroque art, carpets are a feature of
people's homes. They are chiefly placed on tables.
On display in the exhibition is an oil painting by the
Dutch artist Heyman Dullaert (1636-1684), a pupil
of Rembrandt. It shows an oriental carpet that covers
a table, as part of a still-life. The carpet’s different
location illustrates that it had become a luxury item
that had integrated into its new place, and was no
longer spread on the floor as customary in traditional
Oriental society. Another display at the exhibition
describes European works of art from the thirteenth
to the seventeenth century, in which Oriental carpets
are shown beneath the feet of holy or noble figures.
The presentation is based on research by Volkmar
Gantzhorn, set out in his book "Oriental Carpets”
(Taschen, 1998).

Oriental carpets still have a central place in
contemporary everyday life; they are found in countless
private homes, and often have purely sentimental, not
design, value. Two video artworks and four photographs
displayed in the exhibition reflect that situation.

Over the past two decades, Shay Aloni from
Kibbutz Geva has photographed a series of portraits of
Israelis, using an unchanging formula, with the declared
intention of building a cross-section of Israeli society.
Most of the series look at groups in Israeli society, like
"Local Salon” (1998) that focuses on immigrants from
the Former Soviet Union, or "Warriors” (2000-2005).

A particularly affecting series is "The Old-timers of
the Wadi" (2007) that documents the homes of
elderly people from the Arab villages of Wadi Ara in
northern Israel. In four of the photographs, a carpet is
an inseparable part of the home - in the room where the
new immigrants welcome guests, the homes of Arab
Israeli families, and of veteran Israelis.

In her works, video artist Nevet Yitzhak uses the
carpet as an object for research and debate. In "Sun on
the Red Sea,” which is shown in the exhibition, a Persian
garden carpet provides the work's basis. The colorful
carpet is captured in black-and-white and appears
grayish, like a stucco relief (a mixture of special plaster,
commonly used as a material for ornamenting walls
in mediaeval Muslim palaces.) In the video work, the
patterns in the original carpet go through mechanical
actions of cocking, loading, and firing accompanied by
abstract sounds, and become a sort of computer game.
Yitzhak's works disrupt the harmony and order that
symbolize the beauty of creation in garden carpets,
replacing them with a sense of disorder and confusion.

In his work “Lalo’s Story,” Fikret Atay, the Kurdish
video artist who was born in Turkey, juxtaposes the
traditional and modern. He shoots his work in his city
of birth, Batman in Eastern Turkey on the border with
Irag. He brings together his characters in a traditional
living-room, covered with carpets and pillows. With
simple and straightforward means, using a hand-
held video camera, Atay describes actions taken from
popular ceremonies - dancing, singing, and acting. His
work shows a young man telling his grandfather a story
in the traditional Kurdish storytelling performance
(the dengbéj - which combines singing and acting).
Stories are customarily narrated by an older person,
with knowledge and experience, but here it's a young
man who tells the story to his grandfather. Moreover
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he doesn't speak their native language, Kurdish, but
in English with a singsong intonation that creates
repetition. With the video camera and a pack of
American cigarettes, the Western way of life bursts
into the traditional room. In Atay’s work, the carpets
tie together the past and present, the traditional
and contemporary.

The exhibition "Knots” examines diverse aspects
of the Oriental carpet as a central object in the cultures
of both East and West. Since the exhibition presents
both ancient Oriental carpets and contemporary
artworks describing carpets and their uses, it offers
an entirety which represents the uses of the carpet,
its importance, its role as demonstrating status and
prestige, and a link connecting cultures. The ancient
Muslim empires and Islamic nations of our days extend
over immense geographical spaces enabling exposure
to and encounter with different traditions. Reciprocal
influences are thus created between the Islamic culture
and cultures external to it. The cultural ties between
past tradition and the present-day, and between East
and West, have been integral to Islamic culture from
its earliest times. This is the exhibition's overarching
emphasis, and indeed the very essence of the Museum
of Islamic and Near Eastern Cultures.



Introduction

Sharon Laor-Sirak

"Knots" - the exhibition chosen to open the Museum
of Islamic and Near Eastern Cultures in Be'er Sheva -
is devoted to the important and splendid role of the
carpet in those cultures. The exhibition’s title, "Knots,"
has a dual meaning: knotting is a traditional weaving
method (used in most of the carpets on display in the
exhibition), and the carpet itself is an object that links
together Orient and Occident, sacred and mundane,
past and present. In the exhibition and this catalogue
we hope to indicate the carpet’s importance in Islamic
culture and the diverse uses made of it. To do so, we
have chosen to display centuries-old carpets alongside
contemporary artworks that engage with the Oriental
carpet. Among the items on show are carpets and works
of art from Iran, Turkey, the Caucasus, and Israel, dating
from the eighteenth to the twenty-first century, and lent
by museums and private collectors.

In ancient times, tent-dwelling nomadic societies
used carpets, braided mats, and embroidery as part
of the tent's structure. Carpets with rich and complex
designs were spread out on the floors of palaces of
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oriental rulers. Special carpets were woven at the order
of rulers whose affluence was measured by the number
of carpets and tapestries they owned. With the rise
of Islam in the seventh century, the carpet became an
integral part of religious rituals in which they had a
pivotal role, and became a status symbol. The Qur'an
mentions the carpet as a luxurious item that devout
Muslims will receive on ascending to Paradise (Sura
88). Mosque floors are covered with prayer rugs that
worshipers use when praying.

In the Islamic culture, carpets can be identified
through their design with specific regions and villages.
Weaving was traditionally a domestic industry, based
on the handcraft of families. Each generation passed on
its weaving traditions to the next generation, together
with the patterns that decorate the carpets, and each
region had its own set of symbols. The carpet's colors
are also identifying marks. The wool used was dyed
with organic materials (local flowers, seeds, and fruit)
and thus differ from one region to another. Some of the
plants used in producing dye for wool are on display

in the museum’s courtyard. Weavers would use the
roots of the common madder (also known as dyer's
madder, Rubia tinctorum) to produce a red tone. To
obtain yellow colors, they used laurel leaves, euphorbia,
Royal Cotinus, buckthorn (Rhamnus lycioides), daisies,
and lemon as well. Blue shades were produced from the
indigo plant that was imported from India, and purple
ones from eggplant.

The provenance of the carpets shown in the
exhibition is a region that scholars term the "Carpet
Belt” - an area of land extending from the Caucasus,
Western Turkistan and Central Asia, up to Mongolia
and China. The carpets chosen for the exhibition can
be divided by use: prayer rugs, and carpets for domestic
use - which display the garden motif or the medallion
motif. The prayer rug is a pivotal item in the Islamic
culture, used during daily prayers. Devout Muslims
pray five times a day, and since not all prayers are
performed in the mosque, a personal rug on which they
sit and prostrate themselves while praying provides a
clean and pure place. Also shown at the exhibition is
a prayer rug for the saddle, allowing the rider to pray
when circumstances prevent him from dismounting to
pray on the ground.

Most prayer rugs contain an arch-shape,
symbolizing the mihrab (niche) - which shows the
direction of Mecca in the Arabian Peninsula, to which
worshipers must turn during prayer. Other designs in
prayer rugs also have symbolic meaning, such as the
mosque lamp which symbolizes the mystical light of
God, a tree in flower that represents the Tree of Life, the
two palms of hands, known as the "Hand of Fatimah”
(the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad), and the
combs emblematic of Islam'’s pre-prayer purification
ceremonies. Suspended from the museum’s ceiling
are two glass mosque-lamps: though these are
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contemporary creations, they represent traditional
antique oil lamps that still hang from the ceilings of
many ancient mosques.

Domestic carpets are represented in the exhibition
by garden carpets and medallion carpets. Both types of
carpet are very common, both in traditional weaving
and in the modern carpet industry. Garden carpets show
fruit trees and flowers, with water channels and pools
winding between them, and fish and birds frequently
appear. Medallion carpets have delicate flower
patterns, arranged in medallion and quarter-medallion
patterns. The garden and medallion motifs are designed
schematically and geometrically, in the stylized manner
characteristic of Islamic art.

The garden carpets reflect an affinity to Islam's
courtly culture. In the Islamic culture, gardens are
emblematic of heavenly paradise and represent divine
control of natural forces. Historical sources describe
Muslim palaces - from Spain to Persia and Central
Asia - that were built in a flowering, well-tended
gardens. In addition, a garden's life-cycle parallels that
of humanity: both enjoy a period of youth, identified
with spring, followed by decline as fall approaches.
The garden is a creation that symbolizes passing
time, since it is reborn every season. A large garden
carpet is exhibited, believed to be a first half of the 18th
century work woven in the Southern Caucasus. It shows
polygon-shaped pools of water with cypress trees and
pink-flowered trees alongside them. The varying shades
of green in the carpet are apparently the result of the
yarn being dyed in different vats or at different times
of year - a phenomenon known as abrash. Within the
frame of the carpet is a harp-shaped pattern typical of
the Caucasus. In general, the carpet shows influences
from Northwestern Persia and Kurdistan. Another rare

and special garden carpet is thought to have been woven



museum and its contents; to point out the centuries
of relations between the cultures of the Near East, the
Mediterranean region, and Europe, and contemporary
intercultural encounters - and all without the museum
possessing a single collection item or the means to build
a collection.

Partners and supporters from the administrative,
economic, and executive spheres helped transform our
aspirations into reality. The Be'er Sheva municipality,
headed by Mayor Ruvik Danilovich, received the
Supreme Court's ruling in June 2011 with understanding
and willingness, and was involved in every stage of the
museum’s creation. Leading the process alongside
the mayor were Avishag Avtovi - the City Manager,
and Nisim Sasportas CEO of the municipal company
"Kivunim,” which manages the new museum together
with the Negev Museum of Art. With the initiative and
help of the Culture Ministry’s Department of Museums,
particularly from Idit Amihai, the department’s Head,
major government support flowed in to fund the
building's adaptation for appropriate display conditions
and for the opening exhibition. The Israel Antiquities
Authority was a loyal partner in managing the project,
while Dalia Sela of the A. A. Engineering company
worked devotedly on the supervision. Our grateful
thanks to everyone for their support along the way.

It is my personal pleasure to commend Dr.
Sharon Laor-Sirak for her excellent curatorship of the
exhibition "Knots.” With a relatively small selection
of items from traditional Islamic culture and works
by contemporary artists, the exhibition none the less
broadens knowledge and opens hearts - ‘a little goes
a long way’, as it were. Combining the display items
into one harmonious whole owes more than a little to
the original and beautifully designed display spaces
created by architects Yoram Shilo and Yael Ben Aroya.
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They kept intact the building's historic character and
imbued it with a contemporary and compelling aesthetic
quality through purpose-designed fabric covers and the
display cases: they deserve the highest compliments.
Attractive design requires top-quality execution and this
was provided by the Dadoline company, orchestrated
by Dado and Pamela who used their admirable efforts,
know-how, and professional experience to achieve
impressive results. Completing the task was Yehuda
Levi who planned and executed the lighting with skill
and precision.

We could not have fulfilled the dream without the
generosity of those who lent items for the exhibition,
chiefly the Israel Museum, Jerusalem and most
particularly its Curator of Islamic art, Na'ama Brosh,
who was involved in the museum’s creation and the
opening exhibition, from the start. David Bigelajzen,
the Head of the Restoration Laboratories, and Curators
Shlomit Steinberg and Talia Amar helped us make the
exhibition possible, enriching it with a diverse range of
exhibits. Important carpets were lent to the exhibition
by The Museum for Islamic Art in Jerusalem thanks to
the support of its curator, Rachel Hasson. The private
collectors, Rachel Milstein and Ze'ev Holtzman, lent
the museum special items from their collections, and
artists Shay Aloni and Nevet Yitzhak kindly lent us
some of their works. We thank them all warmly for
their willingness and enthusiasm while participating
in this project.

Several people are responsible for the catalogue:
Sharon Laor-Sirak and Yehudit Shaflan who wrote the
articles; Karin Heskia, the Hebrew language editor;
the translators Liliane Stein, Diana Rubanenko, and
Saleh Abo-Leal Massarwi; photographers of the
Israel Museum, Peter Lanyi and Elie Posner, and the
photographers Vladimir Naikhin and Amit Geron;

the catalogue and the museum'’s graphic branding -
from the logo to the website - were created with the
outstanding skills of Nomi Geiger and Dana Gez,
Studio Gimel2 who invested tremendous thought and
outstanding execution capacities. Clearly, this first
catalogue published by the Museum of Islamic and Near
Eastern Cultures sets a very high threshold of quality
and professionalism.

The Museum of Islamic and Near Eastern Cultures
in Be'er Sheva is a fledgling museum housed in a
historical building - a building that reflects distant
architectural traditions but was constructed with
local materials. While the museum strives to preserve
and illuminate the past of a great and rich culture,
it simultaneously looks towards the future. With its
endeavors, it aspires to shed light on the many-
branched system of intercultural connections that
cut across borders and times. The exhibition "Knots"
constitutes the first step along that fascinating road.

Dr. Dalia Manor

Director and Chief Curator

Museum of Islamic and Near Eastern Cultures
Be'er Sheva
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Foreword

The opening of the Museum of Islamic and Near
Eastern Cultures in Be'er Sheva is an event whose
importance should not be downplayed. Once again,
the historical building - the Great Mosque that was
built by the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid Il in the early
twentieth-century as part of a group of government
buildings in the new city he established - is functioning
as a museum. This follows its closure for over twenty
years, and comes in the wake of major investments
in its renovation, conservation, and adaptation to the
museum’s contemporary needs. In its new designation,
the museum preserves the memory of its previous roles
as a mosque in the twentieth century's first half, and as
an archaeological museum from the 1950s to the 1990s.
With its renewed activity, the museum joins the group of
museums and historical sites developed in the Old City
of Be'er Sheva at the start of the twenty-first century.
At the same time, this is a unique museum in Israel,
dedicated to Islamic culture and housed in an impressive
and inspiring historical Muslim building.
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Complex challenges confronted the team
responsible for establishing the museum, whose role
was defined in a Supreme Court ruling. First, they had
to define its museological vision and outlook. This was
followed by the stages of research and writing, decisions
regarding the items to be exhibited, and the design.
Once the construction was completed, the process
culminated in the festive opening to the public with the
exhibition "Knots” in December 2014.

Underlying the entire process was the belief shared
by the museum’s curator, Dr. Sharon Laor-Sirak, and
myself, the museum's Director, that we faced challenges
whose cultural implications museum directors and
curators do not usually confront. Our aspirations -
which cannot be taken for granted nowadays - were to
present the richness and beauty of the Islamic culture,
to arouse curiosity and interest experientially; to display
that culture's treasures to an audience whose knowledge
of Islam is largely informed by media reports on violent
events; to welcome Israel’s Muslim citizens to the
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