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The “Anhalt” Carpet in the Metropolitan Museum of Art



#halilondon
@halimagazine

1973:  Thumbs Down from Ellis, Beattie and Spuhler
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The Influence of Kurt Erdmann’s Radical 
Hypothesis about the Topkapi Prayer Rugs 

and the “Saltings”
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Some of the Later Consequences of “Fake Mania”
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The Ellis Argument:  COLOR
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The Beattie Argument: CONDITION
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The Spuhler Argument: 
DESIGN
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The Search for Answers at the Met 2008-2011
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The Yellow Color and the Dyestuff  Issues
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LOOKING FOR ASYMMETRY:  Cartoon or Knot Plan?
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Conclusions:

Color: Unusual among surviving examples, but completely 
authentic according to our current knowledge.

Condition: Good, but certainly not in any way suspiciously so,
given our current knowledge.

Design:  Well-done and completely consonant with
our current understanding of  Safavid-era carpet design practice;
probably among the very earliest Safavid medallion
carpets made from a court-generated cartoon.
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What Can We Learn from the Study of the Anhalt Carpet?

1. Given the low survival rate for early carpets, it is unwise to describe 
a carpet as anomalous based soley on surviving examples.

2. Condition is rarely if ever a sine qua non for determining carpet 
age.

3. Judgments and consensus on style are prone to change over time, as 
new works come to light and we re-evaluate known works.

4. We can acknowledge and respect the accomplishments of the great 
pioneering scholars without accepting their work as dogma.
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What Have We Learned about dealing with “authenticity” in the past 50 years?   
Here are seven final points to consider:

1.  A successful copyist 
and forger plays to the 
ideas, theories and 
aspirations current at the 
time of the forgery, and 
always builds around a 
bit of truth.
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2. While 
technology is useful 
in the study of 
carpets, it is best 
used in context 
with traditional art-
historical 
methodology.
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3. Every advance in knowledge is both incremental and subject to 
being both challenged and changed in future.
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4.  In scholarship, as 
in all human 
endeavor, a small 
amount of caution 
and humility can 
save a large amount 
of embarrassment. 
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5. In all areas of scholarship, but especially in the 
discipline of the history of art,  an ethos of secrecy is 
completely antithetical, as well as destructive, to the 
progress of knowledge.
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6. In our relatively young 
field, unexpected and 
complicated things are 
happening all the time.
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7.  In carpet study, coping with the unexpected is a constant.

It is also why carpet study is the most exciting area 
in the history of Islamic art today.

Thanks to the Departments of Islamic Art, Textile Conservation, and 
the Antonio Ratti Center at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; to 

Michael Franses for ideas and images; and to the pioneers – Charlie, 
May, Friedrich, and Professor  Kurt Erdman -- for blazing the trail on 

which we all walk today.


