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A Practical Guide to Oriental Rugs. 
Introduction                     

Living in Saudi Arabia in the early 1970s, my wife and I were invited by a German friend 

to visit one of the Haj staging camps outside Riyadh. There, amid the hustle and bustle, the noise 

and dust of bus-loads of the Faithful on their way to pilgrimage at the Holy City of Mecca, we first 

met and  fell in love with the wonderful world of oriental rugs. We saw  wild-bearded and 

beturbanned Pushtos from Afghanistan, Pathans with their thick brimmed woollen hats, Uzbeks and 

Tadzhiks from the Soviet Asian republics,  Mongolian-looking Kirghiz. There were Turks, Iranians, 

Arabs, Pakistanis and Malaysians. It seemed that all of Islam was represented.

The traveller's buses, seemingly held together with coats of paint, were decorated with so 

many lights they put Blackpool to shame. Their sides were adorned not with advertising slogans as 

are the buses of the West, but with fanciful scenes of paradise. They were also, without exception, 

grossly overloaded and top-heavy, with roof-racks  bulging with the most incredible range of rugs 

and carpets. These were soon taken down  and the camp became transformed into a market place
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The buyers were primarily Saudi and Iranian merchants, with the odd Western expatriate 

on the fringes. We were little lost lambs, bewildered by the Babel of tongues, having no idea of 

values, and above all frightened to buy because we didn't know how to tell a "real" oriental rug 

from a machine-made copy. We were baffled by the array of  designs and colours. Worse still, 

well-meaning but  uninformed advice had earlier led us to believe that the tribal pieces which we 

now saw and admired were totally unworthy. Apparently the only rugs worth  considering were the 

gorgeous, flowery Na'ins and Isfahans to be found in the city soukhs, at prices quite beyond our 

means. 

When we think back we kick ourselves. The rugs we saw that  day came from all over the 

East, but mostly it was tribal work from Afghanistan and Turkmenistan, as  well as from Iran and 

the Caucasus. Since the Hajis carried the  bulk of these rugs with them in the express hope of selling 

them to  pay for their journey, their asking prices  were ridiculously low. 

That experience, however,  opened our eyes and our minds. From then on we picked the 

brains of Arab and Irani friends, and took every opportunity to look at rugs in the Soukhs as our 

travels took us around the Gulf. We not only looked at rugs, we handled them, we smelled them, we 

sat and drank coffee on them, and eventually  began seriously to collect them. 

We also sought out books on rugs. When we began, we  found that most of the literature 

available fell broadly into two categories: those that were  massively scholarly (and over our heads), 

or beautifully illustrated “coffee-table”show pieces. Many of the latter were extremely confusing, 

misattribution of  the origins of rugs being a common  fault. I have one before me now which 

captions  page after page of  superb colour illustrations as 'Persian Iranian Shirvan Caucasian 

Rug(s)'  -- almost without exception they are are Pakistani variations of Caucasian designs.

In offering this book, I hope to strike a more even balance. I will seek to illustrate as 

accurately as possible the main groups of rugs and at the same time describe something of their 

makers' background. I will try to give enough technical detail to demystify the subject, and yet 

avoid undue pedantry. Lastly, I hope to offer some practical, common-sense guidance to the 

maintenance and minor repair of oriental rugs which my readers may be lucky enough to own or 

acquire.
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Rug Soukh, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,c.1974

Perhaps, right here in the introduction,  I should answer that most basic question: what is a 

real oriental rug ?  The common answer is any rug from Asia which is made entirely by hand. This 

however is over-simplistic. "Asia" in this context has to be stretched to include most countries in 

what we  know as the Near-East,  parts of the Indian sub-continent, most of Central Asia, North 

Africa and even the Balkan areas of Eastern Europe. And then just to prove exceptions to the rule, 

there are the (mostly flat-woven) pieces made in the Peruvian Andes and  in Mexico.  

The essential thing, whether the rug is a flat-woven  kilim or one of those incredible 

tightly-knotted piled rugs from the great workshops of Iran,  it must be hand made .. and being 

hand made each and every piece is unique. Some printed sources and salesmen's descriptions  talk 

of the "stitch" of a piece.   Whilst it is perfectly acceptable to talk of  weave and weavers, oriental 

rugs must be hand woven  or  hand knotted; they are not stitched, sewn, tufted, hooked or machine-

made. 
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Other than  that group of  flat-woven oriental rugs known as kilims where the design is 

formed by the weaving of weft threads in varying techniques onto a series of warp threads, the 

oriental rug has a piled surface whose design is made up of individually knotted material tied 

around numbers of warp threads which are held in place by weft threads. The warps and wefts are 

thus said to provide the 'foundation' of the piled rug. 

The basic material normally used is wool, whether from the peoples' own flocks or more 

often these days purchased or bartered for in the main market towns. This is teased and spun by the 

womenfolk and usually sent to a specialist dye master for tinting in various hues. Traditionally the 

dyers used entirely natural vegetable or insect dyes, although in more recent times good synthetics 

have been increasingly used. There was a  transitional period in the earlier 20th century when the use 

of highly fugitive aniline dyes almost ruined the oriental rug trade. Fortunately, strict controls were 

enforced and the use of  better modern chemical dyes rescued the situation.

Where people are settled and the climate suits its cultivation, cotton may be used for the 

foundation warp and weft.  Wool or cotton, the basic material is strung on a loom to produce the 

warp threads onto which the knots will be tied to form the pile. As each row of knots is completed 

they are secured by one or more weft shoots being passed across and between alternate warp 

threads. These wefts are then beaten down tightly with a comb-like tool to secure the knots in place. 

Although there are minor variations, the two main knot types used are the Turkish and the 

Persian  knot. Whilst sometimes hard to distinguish, with practice the type of knot  used can be 

seen, especially from the piled side of the rug. However, since ethnic groups often migrated and 

intermingled, it is not uncommon to find Turkish knots used in  Persian rugs, nor Persian knots in 

Turkic pieces.

One  important thing to bear in mind is that the knotting density of oriental rugs varies 

from  coarse to extremely high. You should not fall prey to the prejudice that only tightly knotted 

rugs are worthwhile. Some very collectable and exciting tribal rugs and many Caucasian rugs have 

quite modest knot counts (40 - 80 knots per square inch being typical of many Kazakhs for 

example). 
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Designs vary tremendously,  ranging from the  purely geometric styles of  tribal rugs to the 

superbly curvilinear rugs of the great city workshops of Iran. There is, however, a great respect for 

tradition in the oriental rug producing areas, and almost all of the designs used today remain faithful 

to those of hundreds of years earlier. Such is the appeal of these designs and their superb colouring 

that there have been many attempts to copy them by machine. However, apart from a few 

sophisticated (mainly Belgian) examples, it is reasonably simple to tell a machine-made rug from a 

genuine oriental. hand-knotted piece. 

First, look at the back. Most machined rugs are applied ( in crude terms, glued) to a pre-

fabricated backing layer. This is not so with the oriental rug. The back of  the true oriental rug 

shows the bases of its knots and such of the foundation as is not covered by them. As a rule the 

design of an oriental rug is as clear on its back as on the piled side. This is very seldom the case 

with machine made rugs.

Next look at the selvedges and end fringes. Examination of  machine-made pieces will 

clearly show that these have been separately attached. On true oriental rugs they are an integral part 

of the structure: the end fringes being in fact the warp ends, and the selvedges the outside warp 

threads. (Although, just for confusion’s sake, many Pakistani weavers of hand-knotted rugs will 

trim off warp ends and selvedges, and then sew on ready-made replacements).

Since the true oriental rug is knotted by hand, and normally by at least two pairs of hands 

working side by side, mistakes  in the overall design are fairly common, especially in tribal works. 

Although essentially symmetrical, there will be minor errors comparing one side to the other, a 

flower missed here, an extra star there. Far from detracting from the rug, these human errors add to 

its charm and authenticity. A machine-made piece is seldom programmed to copy this.

Another excellent test is to feel the rug. Although differing types of true oriental rugs may 

have different textures, weights and pliability (or “handle”),  they are almost never as lifeless to the 

hand as machine made rugs. The more genuine rugs you handle the more you will realise this. In 

fact  the only way to improve upon book learning is to get physical with oriental rugs. Look at them 

closely, handle them, smell them. Yes, smell them ...and never be afraid to ask questions of genuine 

dealers and collectors. Good dealers are invariably enthusiasts  and more than willing to encourage 

you in your pursuit of knowledge.
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