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This research adds to the critical discussion and history of collecting by 

examining collectors and dealers of Moroccan carpets, flatweaves and textiles.  

Moroccan textiles operate within the general field of antique Oriental rugs and carpets 

where they circulate and are given value.  The discourse of collecting Moroccan textiles 

within this context provides an understanding of specific collecting practices and goes 

beyond the preponderance of collecting analysis based in popular culture and mass 

consumption.  The study traces the collectors and dealers who shaped a trajectory of 

changing value for Moroccan carpets and textiles over a twenty year period.  It analyzes 

three sites where the trafficking in discourses of value shape collecting taste, presents 

shifting narratives of specialized knowledge in creating discourses of identity, and  

follows the collectors’ personal journeys of discovery and ways in which difference and  

distinction may be established. The work is completed with a technical analysis of the 

weaving structure for approximately 180 Moroccan weavings.   



 vii

Table of Contents 

 

THE COLLECTORS................................................................................................ 1  

Chapter 1  Introduction .......................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 2  Conferences and Dealers:  

 Symbolic Value and Specialized Knowledge ............................................. 14                      

Chapter 3  Dealers and Collector-Dealers:  

 Narratives of Identity and Self-Definition .................................................. 46 

Chapter 4  The Rug Collectors: Journeys of Personal Discovery........................ 85 

Chapter 5  Collectors and Profits of Distinction................................................ 130 

THE COLLECTED.............................................................................................. 140 

Structural Analyses: 

          Moroccan Carpets and Textiles from Private Collections ....................... 140 

Bibliography ...................................................................................................... 282 

Vita   .................................................................................................................. 290 



 1

The Collectors 

Chapter I   

Introduction 

 
 Your breath stops.  Sometimes your heart races.  Sound becomes either 
heightened or recedes - as if you are under water.  You are frozen in the moment, and in 
that split second, you realize that something you did not know you sought is before you. 
 
 This description is a personal one, a re-telling of the physicality that defines my 

collecting impulse. Specifically, it is the impulse that marked my introduction to 

Moroccan flatweaves, beginning with a 19th century Zemmour saddle cover, shimmering 

with silk knots and fringe and sequins.  It continues to be induced by Moroccan textile 

collections, rug souks, galleries and exhibitions.  This research takes as its focus a group 

of collectors and dealers in Moroccan carpets and flatweaves, primarily located in the 

United States, and traces how their discourses of collecting within the marketplace of 

Oriental rugs and carpets resituated the value and demand for Moroccan weavings over a 

twenty year period at the end of the last century.  I examine two sites where the collectors 

and dealers engaged in full-blown tournaments of value, Appadurai’s (1986) paradigm 

for exchange systems where what is controlled and restricted is taste.  At one 

international and one national conference on Oriental carpets, the trafficking in the 

discourses of symbolic value, aesthetics and taste worked to negotiate a place of 

distinction for Moroccan carpets and textiles, while a civic event created a marketplace of 

the exotic, creating desire and demand beyond the domain of the connoisseur in the realm 

of the popular.  Using interviews with the collectors and dealers, I also trace the 
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interlocking narratives of personal discovery and specialized knowledge in collecting 

practice that shape personal discourses of affect and identity.  The intent of the work is to 

add to the critical discussion and history of collecting, specifically in a category of non-

mass produced consumer goods, by examining this case study of strategic negotiation and 

relocation of symbolic value for Moroccan weavings within the meta-narrative and 

discourse of collectors and collecting.  Moroccan textiles operate within the general 

system of Oriental rugs and carpets where they circulate and are given value.  In this 

effort, I am concerned with “what from the material world specific groups and 

individuals choose to preserve, value, and exchange” (Clifford, 1988:221), and how the 

discourses of collecting in this system provide an understanding of specific collecting 

practices. This approach grew from my interest in going beyond the analysis of collecting 

as popular culture and mass consumption, without moving entirely to the uppermost tier 

of the fine art market and the auction house. 

 My journey to this research on collectors and dealers of Moroccan carpets and 

textiles did not begin as a study of collectors and the collecting experience, but as an 

inquiry into the historical background, cultural processes and technical skills that 

influence a weaver’s creation of Moroccan flatweaves.  I first came into contact with 

Moroccan textiles as a university museum curator invited to attend a private showing of a 

dealer’s collection. This encounter led to an official government invitation to visit 

Moroccan museums, a major museum exhibition organized at the University of Texas, 

collection acquisitions for the museum, work with collectors and dealers in organizing 

exhibits at other sites, research and technical analysis of rugs and flatweaves in private 

collections, and publication.  During the course of this work, questions that earlier had 
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pushed around the edges of my thinking when working with so-called “comprehensive” 

anthropological field collections came to the foreground.  How does field collecting 

reflect the choices of the researcher rather than those of the people from whom the 

objects are obtained?  Who are the “representative collections,” descriptive terminology 

used to convey the geographic, ethnographic or temporal scope of holdings in 

institutions, representative of?  And, since so many institutional collections are derived 

from the collecting activities of private donors, should we not focus on a better 

understanding of their collecting rationales and how they articulate them?   Did the 

collector/donor assemble a group of materials based on the work of an individual maker 

or artist; was the process of making the artifact type the collector’s focus, such that 

collecting raw materials, tools, work in progress and finished examples formed the 

collection; was the collecting articulated as an aesthetic endeavor or a documentation 

effort; does it reflect an in-depth focus on one area or a broad survey from across time 

and place? And so my project of collecting the collectors of Moroccan rugs began. 

 This shift in my focus from a material culture study of the textiles to the 

collecting discourses of primarily North American collectors and dealers in Moroccan 

weavings coincided with a period of activity that began in 1980 with the first exhibition 

and publication in the U.S. on Moroccan weavings, undertaken by The Textile Museum 

in Washington, D.C. The Textile Museum, a private non-profit institution was founded in 

1925 by textile collector George Hewitt Myers as a center for “scholarly research, 

conservation, interpretation and exhibition of textiles” and “is dedicated to furthering the 

understanding of mankind’s creative achievements in the textiles arts” 

(http://www.textilemuseum.org/about/history.htm, 6/6/2005). It maintains the Arthur D. 
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Jenkins Library of Textile Arts and extensive resource for the field of textile studies. Two 

collectors who were Trustees of the Museum at the time are included in this study.  One 

of them, along with another Trustee now deceased, built the premier personal collection 

of Moroccan textiles in this country.  Although Moroccan rugs and textiles were 

portrayed in Orientalist art beginning in the mid 19th century (Lemaires, 2001; Edwards, 

2000; Institut du Monde Arab, 1994; Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1991, National 

Gallery of Art, 1990), served as inspiration for early twentieth century artists including 

Klee, Matisse and Kandinsky (Lemaires, 2001), and were collected and preserved as part 

of Museum collections organized both within Morocco and in France during the French 

Protectorate (1912-1956), they received little attention from U.S. rug collectors.  Only a 

few isolated collections were located in American museums prior to the Textile Museum 

exhibition (Museum of International Folk Art, Santa Fe; Minneapolis Museum of Art, 

Indianapolis Museum of Art).  The Textile Museum exhibit was followed over the next 

twenty-one years by nine exhibitions that either focused on Moroccan weavings or 

included them as part of a larger examination of Morocco’s material culture: Baruch 

College Gallery, New York (1986); Texas Memorial Museum, University of Texas at 

Austin, (1987); Old Pueblo Museum, Tucson, Arizona (1988); Frank H. McClung 

Museum, University of Tennessee (1992); The Textile Museum, Toronto (1993); Craft 

and Folk Art Museum, Los Angeles (1996); Meridian International Center, Washington, 

D.C.(1996); Arthur Ross Gallery, University of Pennsylvania (1996); Durango Arts 

Center (1998); Indianapolis Museum of Art (2002). 

 During the same period, the intersection of research and interest in collectors and 

collecting in general, ethnographic collections in particular and museum practice resulted 
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in an outpouring of descriptive and critical texts.  Bennett (1995), Hooper-Greenhill 

(1992), Schulz (1990), and Findlen (1989) traced the history of private collecting in 16-

18th century Europe and the early development of museums.  Benedict (1983), 

Breckenridge (1989), Celik (1992), Mitchell (1992) and Rydell (1993) examined the 

phenomena of world’s fairs; Clifford (1997), Greenblatt (1991), Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

(1991), Pratt (1992), and Thomas (1991, 1994) interrogated exploration, travel and 

ethnographic collections.  Tourism, the art market, the politics of museum collections and 

scholarship drew Ames (1992) Berlo (1992), Clifford (1988), Dubin (1999), Duncan 

(1995),Hein (2000), Hinsley (1992), Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998), Karp & Levine 

(1991), Krech & Hail (1999), Luke (2002), Marcus & Myers (1995), Price (1989), Root 

(1996), Steiner (1994), Stocking (1985) and Torgovnick (1990).  The relationships 

between consumption, commoditization, consumer culture and collecting were 

problematized by Appadurai (1986), Hegeman (1991), Marcus (1995), McCracken 

(1988), Saisselin (1984), Stewart (1984) and chronicled in volumes or edited 

compilations by Belk (1995), Elsner & Cardinal (1994), Muensterberger (1994), Pearce 

(1992, 1994, 1995), and more recently Knell (1999).  This listing does not purport to be 

comprehensive, nor is the arrangement intended to establish mutually exclusive 

categories, however it reflects the diversity of theoretical and methodological approaches 

brought to analyzing collecting and the intensity of activity underway in this period.  

 This heightened interest in collecting did not escape the notice of carpet and 

textile collectors.  They too wrote about collecting and about themselves and each other 

in the journals and publications of carpet and textile interest. Catalogs of their collections 

or exhibitions began to include the collector’s personal narrative of motivation, rationale 
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and collecting history or provided an occasion for another collector to describe the 

approach of the collector being featured (Davies, 1993; Keshishian, 1992; Pittinger & 

Mallary, 1992; Price, 1987; Roberts, 1981).  Titles such as “How Good Is My Rug 

Collecting?” and “Collecting Today: The Collectors Speak” presented information from 

interviews and personal experience (Hopkins, 1989, 1991).  Such personalization ran 

counter to the historical protocol for exhibition catalogs of private as well as public 

collections to focus on the featured objects with little or no information on how or why 

the collection came to be (Duncan, 1995:1).  The “tendency of collections to be self-

sufficient, to suppress their own historical, economic, and political processes of 

production” (Clifford, 1988:229) was revealed and critiqued within the academy, but at 

the practical level was overturned and welcomed as newly opened narrative space by the 

collectors of carpets and textiles.   

 It seemed “everybody” was talking about collecting.  A traveling exhibition 

service announced an exhibit entitled Everyone Needs a Hobby: Collectors and 

Collecting noting, “The phenomenon of collecting has captured the public’s imagination 

in recent years.”  The exhibit was planned to include “several varied collections, ranging 

from the historical to the contemporary.”  The collections illustrated to attract potential 

borrowers included railway items, lunch boxes and Avon perfume bottles.  Pearce (1995) 

reported that nearly one in every three people in North America and Europe collected 

something.  This pervasiveness in collecting, the preponderance of mass produced items 

as the source for collections and the seemingly causal relationship between increased 

consumerism and increased collecting activities led Belk to conclude: “…it is natural, if 

not inevitable, that collecting things and displaying things should flourish among 
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individuals and museums in a consumer culture.  It is also natural, if not inevitable, that 

the things we collect and exhibit, whether as artifacts or art, should also increasingly 

come from the consumer culture in which we are embedded” (1995:139). In accord with 

Belk’s foregone conclusion, the emphasis of writing on contemporary, late 20th century 

collecting focused almost entirely on popular culture and consumer goods constantly re-

inscribed as ‘collectibles.’ Despite the complexity of motivations attributed to collectors; 

the historical, social and cultural context of collecting; age, gender, education and class 

issues, much of collecting literature generalized across collecting fields and 

socioeconomic class, furthering the tendency to naturalize, surmise inevitability, and 

thereby gloss vast areas of collecting terrain. In reporting on a psychoanalytic survey on 

collector motivation, one researcher complained: “…no researchers have addressed 

motivations.  And with good reason! Representative samples are probably unobtainable.  

Questionnaires are inadequate in view of the complexity of the issue.  And, as many 

collectors are familiar with popular writings on collecting, their own ideas of collecting 

are no doubt influenced by what they’ve read….Despite these difficulties, we decided to 

construct a questionnaire…” (Formanek,1994:330).  Very little in these analyses 

resonated with my experience in working with collectors of Moroccan textiles. 

 My role in the world of collectors of Moroccan and Oriental carpets and textiles 

and in the research for this work was three-fold: as anthropologist, museum curator, and 

specialist in weaving structure analysis for Moroccan rugs and flatweaves.  In each of 

these capacities, I was part of the trafficking in the “criteria of things” (Appadurai, 1986), 

rather than the things themselves; criteria that included the selection of weavings for 

exhibition, the public interpretation that accompanied them, the technical details of 
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weaving construction such as direction of fiber spin, knot types constituting the pile, 

selvedge and finish twining or braiding at the warp ends, and how these varied by age or 

region or weaver, as well as the talks and publications that resulted from such analysis 

and exhibitions.  My work shaped and was shaped by this traffic and the frames of 

complex commoditization wherein “expertise, credentialism, and high-brow 

aestheticism” (Appadurai, 1986:54) intersect to shape discourses of value. My access 

derived from the dual factors of institutional affiliation and specialized knowledge.  In 

particular, collectors attributed university museums such as the one where I worked at the 

time, with the symbolic capital associated with university research, and so by virtue of its 

location alone, the exhibit I curated garnered credentialing accordingly. Because it was a 

major exhibition on Moroccan carpets and weavings, I was asked to provide the structural 

analysis for the textiles in a subsequent exhibit and to provide docent training to the 

volunteers who would give public tours. In both these exhibit venues, I shaped the 

discourse of weaving excellence, technical proficiency and artistic expression. My 

participation in assigning and reapportioning value for Moroccan weavings was thus 

within the arenas of the conference, the exhibit and the publication rather than directly in 

the marketplace.  The museum did not have acquisition funds, so in contrast to museums 

where curators participate in the market for a category of objects through collection 

purchases, my access to market value was through the discourses of the dealers and the 

collectors.  Additions to our collections were made through donations, and therefore I 

was not in a position to compete with dealers or collectors in the purchase of Moroccan 

rugs or carpets, either individually or institutionally. This situated my relationship in the 

realm of the production of knowledge and specifically, in segmented and specialized 
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knowledge. I entered “the very complicated competition and collaboration between 

‘experts’ from the art world, dealers, producers, scholars and consumers (that) is part of 

the political economy of taste in the contemporary West (Appadurai, 1986, 45).  This 

sometimes surreal intersection of scholars and consumers was personally magnified in 

the fall of 1987, after the museum’s Moroccan exhibit had ended, when the Dallas 

Bloomingdale’s store chose Morocco as the theme of their invitational fall dinner and 

season launch. All manner of products from the Marrakech souk were imported to 

decorate the store’s aisles and departments, including fabrics, textiles and tents. 

Moroccan food was served and Moroccan music performed. The dinner table at which I 

found myself, museum colleagues, and a major collector was in the lavishly decorated 

but nevertheless unmistakable cosmetics department at the foot of the escalators. Was 

this stage set of Moroccan material goods intended to generate new interest or 

appreciation for Morocco, or rather, as is examined later in this work, did it provide an 

opportunity to make Western consumers feel good about their consumption by using the 

guise of the marketplace of the exotic. For my part, in the process of interviewing 

collectors and dealers and in the completion of this study, I recognize having been a 

collaborator in the project that shaped value and redirected the trajectory of Moroccan 

textiles in the marketplace. 

 The ways in which objects are reassigned from the culture of origin or use to the 

market of western collecting and that inform an understanding of how Moroccan textiles 

were repositioned within the realm of Oriental rug collecting in the late 20th century 

include the poetics of detachment (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1991), art by metamorphosis 

(Maquet, 1986), and the politics of commodity diversion (Appadurai, 1986).  In the first, 
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the work of ethnography “excises” the object; in the second, the forces of the art market 

come into play, and in the third, a host of taste-makers and taste-making mechanisms 

work to change the value trajectory for a class of objects.  These frameworks and their 

accompanying discourse are not mutually exclusive and indeed, the availability of 

materials such as Moroccan carpets and textiles in the West “means that somebody – 

entrepreneur, collector, academic specialist – has decided that these forms should be 

available to Western consumers” (Root, 1996:73).  All three of these players are present 

here: the dealers as entrepreneurs who seek to introduce and increase appreciation of 

Moroccan weavings, thereby increasing the market and value; the collectors who seek 

distinctiveness for their collections, thereby accruing profits of distinction for themselves; 

and the academic specialist who as author of this work is an audience and to some 

degree, an enabler for these endeavors. Through two different routes, the route of the 

connoisseur and the route of the mass consumer, the dealers and collectors used 

discourses of value based on aesthetics and taste to shape the place of Moroccan textiles 

in the market. As the collectors pursued exhibits, conferences and publications where 

Moroccan materials could be featured, the dealers also held private showings, organized 

travel tour groups to Morocco and cultivated interior designers as clients who could place 

carpets and textiles in upscale resort homes and private residences. The restoration of the 

Majorelle Gardens in Marrakech by French couture designer Yves St. Laurent in the 

1970’s provided an international cachet, and articles on the art studio converted to 

museum within the gardens appeared regularly in architecture, landscape and home 

design magazines. Moroccan tile, woodwork, and weavings formed the backdrop for 

dozens of fashion shoots and advertising in Vogue, W, Harper’s Bazaar, Lucky, and In 
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Style magazines in the last decades of the 20th century.  In House & Garden, 

Architectural Digest, and House Beautiful, Moroccan carpets and flatweaves graced 

Italian villas, Maine cottages, London apartments, New York lofts, Palm Beach and 

Miami homes, Long Island summer retreats, and boutique hotels on both coasts.  A 

similar pathway to influence the taste of potential consumers in the early part of the 20th 

century has been described for American Indian art, including fashion shows and 

strategic placement in newspapers and home decorating magazines, as well as displays in 

department stores: “I never thought Indian art could look as rotten as it does at 

Bloomingdale’s” (Mullin, 1995:176). 

Organizational Approach 

 This study is organized in two sections. The first, comprised of four chapters, 

traces the collectors and dealers who shaped a trajectory of changing value for Moroccan 

carpets and textiles within the field of Oriental rug collecting.  The second section 

focuses on ‘the collected’ and is an appendix consisting of structural analyses for 

approximately 180 Moroccan weavings.  Within the first section, the initial chapter, 

entitled “Conferences and Dealers: Specialized Knowledge and Symbolic Value,” 

examines three sites where the trafficking in discourses of value situated Moroccan 

weavings in the meta-marketplace of Oriental carpet and textile collecting. Utilizing the 

framework of a tournament of value (Appadurai, 1986), each site demonstrates the 

positioning of Moroccan textiles in relation to a specific audience for the purpose of 

shaping  taste and value, and exemplifies ways in which the “flow of commodities in any 

given situation is a shifting compromise between socially regulated paths and 

competitively inspired diversions” (Appadurai, 1986:17).  The subsequent chapter 
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presents how dealers and collector-dealers talk about collecting, their personal collections 

and others who collect Moroccan textiles.  It traces the shifting narratives of specialized 

knowledge in creating discourses of identity, following the ways in which this category 

of artifacts serves to “stabilize our sense of who we are; they give a permanent shape to 

our views of ourselves…” (Csikzentmihalyi, 1993:23).  The third chapter focuses on 

interviews with the primary collectors of Moroccan rugs and textiles in the U.S. 

Interviews with rug and textile collectors who were active in other geographic rug and 

textile collecting areas are also included in the discussion.  Here, it is the metaphor of the 

collector’s personal journey of discovery, accomplished through their collection, which is 

evoked in the discourse of those who collect Moroccan carpets and textiles and by those 

who also collect, talk and write about Oriental rugs, carpets and textiles more generally. 

“It is by now a commonplace to say that the consumption of objects is part of a process of 

self-definition…” (Hegeman, 1991:80), however consumption in the form of collecting 

“…is always first and foremost a discourse directed toward oneself” (Baudrillard, 

1994:22).  Despite the causal factors asserted in much of the literature as determining 

collecting and influencing the collector, data collected by one team suggested that instead 

of external factors,  “that collectors have experienced and observed changes within 

themselves” (Formanek, 1994:335).  Although collecting has been characterized as 

creating distinction out of difference (Bourdieu, 1984), it is the impulse to collect that 

makes us aware that we are distinctive, pointing to that distinction via collecting such that 

personal identity does not have to be called out, but is seen in the reflected surface of 

collecting.  In the luxury market of Oriental rug and carpet collecting, the project of 

creating first difference and then distinction via the re-ordering of aesthetic value 
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attached to Moroccan carpets and textiles articulated the production of value, identity, 

and the distinctive self in collecting.  
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Chapter II  

Conferences and Dealers:  Symbolic Value and Specialized Knowledge  

 
 
 As a class of commodities circulating in the specific cultural and historic milieu 

of the late 20th century, historic Moroccan weavings illuminate the ways in which 

discourses of value are changed through the politically mediated processes within the 

taste-making mechanisms of rug and carpet society conferences and publications, dealers 

and galleries, and collecting.  Beginning with the premise that object meaning and 

symbolic value are linked to form, use and trajectory (Appaduari, 1986:5), then analysis 

of the forms used to elevate the trajectory of Moroccan carpets into the antique Oriental 

rug market provides an opportunity to understand one example of how “demand is a 

socially regulated and generated impulse” (Appadurai, 1986:32).  It further allows 

interrogation of the relationship between demand and desire with the view that demand is 

“a function of a variety of social practices and classifications” (Appadurai, 1986:29).  

The flow of Moroccan textiles in this context illuminates the “shifting compromise 

between socially regulated paths and competitively inspired diversions” (Appadurai, 

1986:17), and it is within the competitive environment of collecting and the carpet and 

textile marketplace that the theoretical framework for “tournaments of value” 

(Appadurai, 1986: 21) can explicate the discourses of specialized knowledge and 

symbolic value that work to shape demand and desire.  Appadurai applied his concept for 

tournaments of value in examining the flow of commodities in the kula system of the 

Western Pacific.  In his analysis of the pathways where the “circulation of objects, the 
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making of memories and reputations, and the pursuit of social distinction through 

strategies of partnership” come together, the tournament paradigm was formulated to 

provide a general system that could encompass complex modern exchange systems of 

valuables such as the art market (Appadurai, 1988: 21). It will be utilized here to analyze 

how Moroccan weavings as commodities within the complex modern market in Oriental 

rugs and carpets operate within a “fashion system” where “what is restricted and 

controlled is taste in an ever-changing universe of commodities” in contrast to a 

restricted system where status is “protected and reproduced by restricting equivalences 

and exchange in a stable universe of commodities” (Appadurai, 1986:25, emphasis 

original). 

 This examination will take place at three sites where the trafficking in discourses 

of value situated Moroccan weavings in the meta-marketplace of oriental carpet and 

textile collecting.  The first, a regional meeting of an international rug and carpet society, 

was organized as a comprehensive introduction of Moroccan carpets, flat weaves, 

costumes and textiles to this specialized marketplace of textile and carpet collectors.  The 

second, a tri-annual, international conference on Oriental rugs worked to further 

legitimize Moroccan weavings within the larger sphere of Oriental rug studies and 

commerce.  The third, a civic event organized for the public, spread Moroccan weavings 

into the marketplace of the masses.  Each had a distinct location, a distinct audience and a 

distinct purpose. The first two used the language and structure of the academic 

conference while maintaining the lure of the marketplace - from souk to elite hotel lobby.  

The third event was a full-blown marketplace of the exotic. 
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THE PLACE OF MOROCCAN RUGS 
 The rugs, carpets, flatweaves and textiles of Morocco reflect the history of the 

region and country as a cultural and strategic intersection between Africa, Europe and the 

Mediterranean.  This history has also shaped the nature and tenor of discourse about the 

place of Moroccan weavings within the field of Oriental rugs and carpets.  The history of 

the region known as Al Magrib Al Aqsa – the far west - links the indigenous Berber 

peoples to the Roman Empire, the rise of Christianity, the westward expansion of Islam 

and the melding of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim communities in pre-Conquista Spain 

under successive Berber dynasties.  Within this complex heritage are the elements that 

have informed the image of Morocco as viewed first from Europe and later from the 

United States – imagery shaped by thousands of years of interactions with the West that 

resist the simplifications of Colonialism and Orientalism and yet are the source of some 

of the most enduring rhetorical and artistic devices – the fierce Moor, the Barbary pirates, 

the “Blue Men” of the desert.  The duality and tension of indigenous and independent 

Moroccan Berber and Arab kingdoms that both resisted and forged alliances with other 

powers was a persistent recurrence through centuries of political and economic change. 

The independent 4th century B.C.E. Berber kingdom of Mauretania, the source of the 

term Moor, extended from present-day Algeria westward through Tunisia and northern 

Morocco at a time when Greece dominated the Mediterranean (Glick, 1979).  Mauretania 

was annexed during the expansion of the Roman Empire in the first century of the 

Christian era and divided into eastern and western sections, however governance of the 

province was retained locally, and the city of Volubilis, located in north-central Morocco, 

grew in importance as a terminus for the trade in agricultural and other products bound 
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for Rome. Designs found in still extant tile floor mosaics there are attributed to Berber 

weaving motifs (Yohe, 1980), although no textiles dating from this period have been 

recovered. Two aspects of this portion of Moroccan history are important to the place of 

Berber weaving traditions in particular within the market in Oriental rugs: first, the 

presence of a Roman heritage in Morocco without the “Romanization” of the region 

allows calculated affiliation with a civilization held as a benchmark by the West, while 

simultaneously enhancing and validating the description of Berber independence as a 

naturalized characteristic; and second, the presence of mosaic patterns at Volubilis 

credited as evidence for Berber influence on Roman life invokes an equally valued 

marker of independent artistic traditions. In an 1832 letter from Tangier at the outset of 

his journey to Meknes with Comte de Mornay, French painter Eugene Delacroix wrote 

“Imagine, my friend, what it is to see lying in the sun, walking about the streets, cobbling 

old shoes, figures like Roman consuls, like Catos or Brutuses, with even that disdainful 

look which those rules of the world must have worn” (Bugler, 1984:124). Islands off the 

Atlantic coast of Morocco were a major source for the species of mollusk that provided 

the rare purple dye (murex purpura) used in garments as a marker of rank in imperial 

Rome, beginning a long association of Moors with the sources of rare and precious 

commodities.  In the 15th -17th centuries, Morocco was known to Europeans as a source 

of gold and spices delivered by camel caravans across the desert from Timbuktu (Yohe, 

1980:23).  The Arab conquest of North Africa reached Morocco in the late 7th and early 

8th centuries, introducing Islam to populations that included both Jewish and Christian 

faiths. A succession of independent states within Morocco followed and included the 

founding of Fes in the 9th century as a dynastic capital.  The 11th century Almoravid 
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Berber dynasty controlled the caravan routes between Morocco and the sub-Saharan 

regions from the royal city of Marrakech, and by mid-century, crossed the Straits of 

Gibraltar and established rule in Muslim Spain.  They were succeeded by the Almohad 

dynasty that ruled for over a century and linked the arts, architecture, sciences, 

philosophy and literature of Morocco and Andalusia until the Christian reconquista of 

Spain in the 15th century.  Refugees from King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella’s expulsion 

of Jews and Muslims resettled in the cities of Morocco, bringing the artistry and 

techniques of urban textile production in use in Islamic Spain with them (Laroui, 1977; 

Skounti, 2000; Yohe, 1980).  The arts, architecture, sciences, libraries and universities 

that flourished in the “Moorish” kingdoms of Spain during this period form a wellspring 

for the imagery of a classical Moroccan past “of great beauty, love, simple nobility, and 

timeless values” (Allen, 2000:62) that was available to inform the literary and artistic 

cultural enterprise of primarily British and French Orientalism that began in the late 18th 

century (Said, 1978:3).  A more heroic past also functioned to romanticize the pirateering 

operations based in Salé, at the mouth of the Oued Bou Regreg across from Rabat, in the 

17th-18th century. The Salé Corsairs or Rovers operated throughout the North Atlantic, 

and in order to protect the ships of the young United States of America, George 

Washington negotiated a “Treaty of Friendship” with Morocco in 1777.  The imagery of 

pirateering that could be romanticized in art and literature was also malleable enough to 

convey the dangerous and threatening tropes of the Orient, as in the infamous Barbary 

Coast district of pre-1906 San Francisco known for prostitution, gambling and saloons. 

 Although Said characterizes a closer relationship with the Orient for Europe than 

America based on earlier and more geographically comprehensive historical experience 
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(1978: 1), the role of North Africa bridges that difference as an embodiment of frontier.  

“The parallel between America’s West and Europe’s East is rich and interesting, since 

colonial North Africa did function in many ways as a European ‘frontier,’ a land ripe for 

exploits and exploitation…”(Thompson, 1988:30).  Until the establishment of the French 

Protectorate in 1912, travel in the interior of Morocco was considered unsafe for 

Europeans unless undertaken as part of a diplomatic party.  So too in North America, 

travel to the frontier was perceived as a dangerous undertaking in the 18th and early 19th 

centuries, and the dangerous and romantic figures each had in common were the mounted 

horsemen – Plains Indians in America, Berbers and Arabs in Morocco.  Moroccan 

fantasias, symbolic reenactments of combat that include a line of Arab or Berber 

horsemen riding at full gallop to an abrupt halt and the simultaneous discharge of 

traditional long rifles in midair, continue to be performed as demonstrations of skilled 

horsemanship.  These performances were popular subjects for the Orientalist painters, 

“…an Arab tribe is doing a fantasia [a kind of wild cavalcade] …Riders, horses, 

costumes, caught as they fly past with dazzling speed, run riot, swirl and glitter, all 

shown with a luminosity of color and a lightness of touch that enchant the eye…” 

(Jullian, 1977:64) and resonated with the performances of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 

Show (Thompson, 1988:30).  Perhaps not surprisingly, materials associated with 

Moroccan “horse culture,” in particular, the woven and ornately decorated Berber and 

Arab saddle covers, were be among the first textiles that strongly appealed to American 

collectors and dealers of Moroccan weavings.  

 Moroccan rugs and textiles have circulated as commodities since at least the 9th 

century (Laroui, 1977).  They were presented as diplomatic gifts (Khatabi & Amahan, 
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1995), and were recognized by French Protectorate administrators as a unique and 

significant cultural patrimony (Ricard, 1923, 1926, 1927). In the last three decades of the 

20th century, Moroccan hand-woven textiles and carpets received increasingly greater 

attention in the world of international rug and carpet collecting, coincident with two 

trends: 1) a series of museum and gallery exhibitions and catalogs on Moroccan textiles 

and material culture; and, 2) escalating prices and tightening inventory in the traditional 

historic Persian, Turkish and Chinese rug market.  International auction prices reported in 

this period for flatweaves from the Caucasus ranged from $10,000 - $90,000; Turkish 

rugs sold from $5,000 - $35,000 (HALI, 1996(87):155-160). These prices not only 

precluded many long established collectors from adding to their holdings, they also 

prohibited new collectors from joining the field.  Because the value of antique pile 

carpets is set in direct proportion to the knot count per square inch and pedigrees prior to 

the 19th century, Moroccan weavings were seen as sorely lacking - a shortcoming that 

initially could not be overlooked even when the prices were a bargain by comparison. 

The finest Moroccan city carpets never approached the knot count standards, and few 

Moroccan weavings could be dated earlier than the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  As 

one of the dealers in Moroccan materials described it: “And the Americans, at that point 

in the 80’s especially when the rug boom of buying became very interesting in the States 

for people, people were really buying color and how many knots.  A lot of the Moroccan 

pieces couldn’t fit any criteria, and the color and sizes were TERRIBLE.  So it was easier 

to buy small area rugs, hopefully you could sell them for bathrooms and kitchens in 

America. These were not rugs for formal dining rooms at all.” (Lawrence, 5/1997).  

However, as the traditional collecting market in rugs constricted, there was an 
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opportunity to position Moroccan weavings as a more desirable collecting area.  Writing 

in an Italian carpet and textile magazine, one collector of Moroccan carpets observed, 

“But even today, no European museum has yet dedicated a specific exhibition to them, 

and traders still do not give them the attention they deserve.” (Boëly, 1995:vi). Thus, it 

was no coincidence that Moroccan weavings began to receive more attention as the 

outcome of intentional promotion both by collectors, who genuinely felt the materials 

were under-appreciated, and by the market. 

“More often than not, the market for antique carpets and textiles operates like a 
close-knit village community instead of the widely dispersed international market 
that it actually is. Undoubtedly this is because however scattered it may be 
geographically, it remains a relatively small field, keeping in close touch with 
itself via rug societies, conferences, exhibitions, auctions ….Such an environment 
engenders the rumour and gossip that constantly circulates in the marketplace; 
some would go so far as to say that it is its very lifeblood, even influencing prices 
as things are talked up or down depending on the interests of those doing the 
talking.”(HALI, 1995(79):65). 

  

 Although this description is of a late 20th century complex, international market, it 

evokes an observation made by Clifford Geertz in his comprehensive analysis of the 

bazaar economy of Sefrou, Morocco regarding circulation of information in such settings: 

“the flow of words and the flow of values are not two things; they are two aspects of the 

same thing.”  (Geertz, 1979:199).   In the market for antique carpets and textiles, two of 

the primary arenas for “those doing the talking” and the flow of words and values are the 

international publication HALI and an international organization with the name 

International Conference on Oriental Carpets (ICOC).  The antique carpet and textile 

magazine HALI, which means “carpet” in Turkish, began bi-monthly publication in 1978 

in London.  It is a lavishly illustrated four-color publication that includes marketplace 
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news, auction previews and reports, book and exhibit reviews, gallery news and three to 

four feature articles on textile research as well as photographs of carpet and textile events 

around the world, advertisements, letters, and editorials in each issue.  The roster of 

consultant and contributing editors reads as a “who’s who” in the field and includes 

academics, gallery owners, collectors, museum curators, and conservators.  Over the 

years, the magazine’s subtitle has undergone subtle repositioning from “The International 

Magazine of Fine Carpets and Textiles” to “The International Magazine of Antique 

Carpet and Textile Art” to “The International Magazine for Carpets, Textiles and Islamic 

Art.”  The current subscription rate is £137 annually. The HALI enterprise also includes 

other publications and an annual “Fair.” HALI promotes its role as “The world leader in 

its field…the glue that holds the international rug and textile art market together.  Unlike 

other art and antique publications, it is the single most influential force within its 

specialized constituency.  HALI plays a pivotal role in the field of carpets and textiles, 

leading trends, tastes, and opinions as well as promoting the business through the 

comprehensive nature of its editorial coverage.” (http://www.HALI.com/; 6/4/2005). 

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ORIENTAL CARPETS 
 The first international conference on oriental carpets was organized in 1976 in 

London.  ICOC defines its purpose as “dedicated to advancing the understanding of 

carpet and related textiles arts, primarily of the eastern hemisphere.” (http://www.icoc-

oriental rugs.org/icoc.html; 11/22/2004). Widespread interest in what was initially 

envisioned as a gathering of a fairly small group of people led to the formal establishment 

of ICOC in order to present international forums accompanied by exhibitions and 
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publications that encourage interdisciplinary exchange of knowledge and ideas about 

Oriental carpets. Currently, the organizational structure of ICOC consists of three 

committees -executive, international, and publications – with representation from Europe, 

the UK, the U.S., Turkey, Russia and Iran.  The International Committee (50 members) 

oversees the broad goals and objectives of the organization while the Executive 

Committee organizes and implements the conferences and other activities. From the 

outset, the conference papers, exhibits, and publications encompassed scholars, 

collectors, and dealers as well as non-specialists.  Typically, programs consist of three to 

four days of presented papers, poster sessions, a dealer’s fair, an on-site exhibition, local 

museum exhibitions and exhibitions that feature local collectors.  Presented papers are 

published and many of the exhibitions are accompanied by catalogs. The ICOC web-site 

describes this enthusiastic and sometimes highly charged atmosphere as:  “Each ICOC is 

an academic and social event.  It is an occasion for renewing old friendships and rivalries 

and for creating new ones, for putting faces to familiar names, for discussing the latest 

fashions in rugs and theories, and for being instructed and entertained, bored and 

stimulated, by the latest gossip about rugs and rug people.”(http://www.icoc-oriental 

rugs.org/icoc.html; 11/22/2004).  Beginning in 1980, Conferences were held every three 

years, with one or more regional conferences focusing on a carpet producing area or 

country organized between full ICOC meetings. Full meetings have been held in Munich, 

Washington, D.C., Vienna and Budapest, San Francisco, Hamburg and Berlin, 

Philadelphia, and Milan. Regional conferences have included Istanbul, Leningrad, 

Marrakech and Tehran. 

 As noted for the HALI publication, ICOC in particular and rug and carpet 
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societies in general manifest an organizational ethos that includes private collectors, 

museum curators, academic researchers, conservators, dealers, photographers and travel 

agents. They are Orientalist not only in name but in approach, acquiring a category of 

material culture (carpets/textiles), obtaining specialized knowledge about that category or 

a subset of the material, either through travel, research or other study, photographing it, 

and writing and lecturing about it. 

“Orientalism organized itself systematically as the acquisition of Oriental material 
and its regulated dissemination as a form of specialized knowledge…acquire(ing) 
the Orient as literally and as widely as possible:…it domesticated this knowledge 
to the West, filtering it through regulatory codes, classifications, specimen cases, 
periodical reviews, dictionaries grammars, commentaries, editions, translations, 
all of which together formed a simulacrum of the Orient and reproduced 
materially in the West for the West.”(Said, 1978:165-166).  

 

The desire for Oriental rugs and carpets precedes the starting point of the more formal 

field of “Orientalism” identified by Said as approximately the late 18th century (Said, 

1978:3).  Islamic art was a source of luxury goods for the Christian church and courts for 

centuries and since at least the Middle Ages has been part of aristocratic or wealthy taste.  

“Except for rugs, whose presence is consistent throughout the centuries, this component 

(Islamic luxury goods) lost some power during the Renaissance and Baroque periods, but 

it reappeared in the 18th century with the fascinating phenomenon of an ‘oriental’ taste 

for exotic clothes, for luxurious interior decoration of private houses, and especially for 

collecting…” (Grabar, 2000:6).  Although rug conferences embrace papers, publications 

and research as the validated formats for asserting specialized knowledge, the incomplete 

realization of status conferred by those forms is openly discussed: “However, despite the 

success of the programme, which could never be all things to all people, in some respects 
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it failed to satisfy the dwindling number of connoisseurs amongst the rug societies’ ranks. 

There is a widening gap between the serious dilettantes and the committed devotees who 

strive to raise rug scholarship to a level of ‘academic respectability’ comparable to that 

enjoyed by other disciplines.” (HALI, 1996(86):92).  The intersection of intellectual 

capitol and commerce created through these meetings produces a discourse of value that 

is framed in the language of connoisseurship, the dilettante and the devotee.  The 

following description of a symposium on Ottoman Turkish carpets is apt: “There was 

something on offer for everyone during a congested week: the ‘romance’ of the classical 

carpets; the intellectual challenge of some of the best scholarship in the field; a few 

exceptional pieces to buy, covet, or study; and, never far below the surface, the 

commercial buzz of the interested parties.”(HALI, 1996(86):71) 

 To further explore the processes by which specialized knowledge and symbolic 

value for Moroccan carpets and weavings were shaped and repositioned in the late 20th 

century market of Oriental rug collecting, I will analyze two conferences related to 

Moroccan carpets and textiles as tournaments of value and the ways in which they 

successively build a new trajectory for this class of commodities: 1) the regional meeting 

of the International Conference on Oriental Carpets (ICOC) held in Morocco in 1995 

(Maroc 95); and, 2) the 1996 Philadelphia ICOC meeting.  A third event, the Chicago-

Casablanca International Sister City Celebration in 1997, will be examined as a site for 

the popular consumption of trafficking of value in Moroccan textiles. I participated in the 

Morocco and Chicago meetings as an invited presenter; in Philadelphia, I participated as 

a conference attendee. 
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MAROC 95 
 The 1995 Regional ICOC Conference on Moroccan Carpets and Flatweaves 

generated an intense excitement among those collectors, gallery owners, and museum 

curators who viewed the centuries-long history of Berber and Arab textile and carpet 

production in North Africa as meriting serious study and attention within the rug and 

carpet world.  ICOC meetings held previously in European capitols and U.S. cities 

focused primarily on the institutional and individual collecting interests that were 

historically centered on carpet producing areas renowned for pile rugs - Persia, Anatolia, 

Egypt, Syria, the Caucasus, India, Spain and China. These are the carpets that form the 

well-published and widely referenced core of collections at the Textile Museum, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Art Institute of 

Chicago, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the Musee des Tissus in Lyons and the 

Museum of Islamic Art in West Berlin. Non-pile or flatweave rugs entered the realm of 

serious attention comparatively recently with high profile collections created in the 

1960’s by Joe McMullan (Arts Council of Great Britain, 1972), Arthur D. Jenkins 

(HALI, 1989 (44): 36-43), and George Hewitt Myers at The Textile Museum.  Even so, it 

was Turkish and Caucasian flatweaves that received this new focus, not the flatweaves of 

Morocco that had been described as “those coarsely woven things” (A. P. Jenkins 

interview, 1978) and only fit to wrap “real” rugs for shipment. Moroccan pile carpets 

were also viewed with low regard in comparison to the finely woven and intricately 

designed carpets of 15th century Egypt or 17th century Persia. 

 So why was this Conference in this location at this time? One answer is found in 

the 20th century escalation of market values for “classic” Middle Eastern or Oriental 
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carpets. As the carpet marketplaces became prohibitively expensive for many collectors, 

they have turned to formerly ignored regions of rug and textiles production as sources for 

collecting. (It should also be noted that the break-up of the USSR provided an 

unprecedented flow of textiles to the West and previously unavailable access to Russian 

republics). The following excerpt from a 1991 article in Oriental Rug Review notes:  

“For some reason, possibly because Moroccan material has been largely overlooked by 

collectors and dealers in the West, Moroccan rug prices up until now have remained at a 

fraction of those commanded by their Middle Eastern counterparts…anyone used to the 

economics of Persian, Turkoman, Caucasian, and Turkish carpets will be pleasantly 

surprised.” (Pickering,1991:15). 

 The Maroc 95 programme included a five-day study tour featuring museum 

exhibitions, private collections, local weaving production and buying opportunities; a 

two-day academic lecture program of juried papers with simultaneous translation for 

conference participants only; and a one-day trade lecture program entitled “The 

Challenge of Carpet Production and Trade in the Year 2000.”  The final component of the 

program was to be a published Proceedings (never realized).  This particular combination 

of conference elements brought together collectors, museum curators, academics, dealers, 

publishers and government ministry representatives in a richly layered negotiation of 

symbolic value and specialized knowledge regarding Moroccan carpets and textiles.  

 I attended the full conference as a presenter in the academic lecture program.  At 

the time, I was the Assistant Director of the Texas Memorial Museum at the University of 

Texas; had curated the second major exhibition of Moroccan textiles in the U.S.; had 

conducted the structural analysis for the flatweaves and textiles included in an exhibition 
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at the McClung Museum, University of Tennessee with accompanying catalog; and had 

also provided the structural analysis for the publication of the major U.S. private 

collection of Moroccan carpets and flatweaves.  The prestigious publishing arm of HALI 

(The International Magazine of Antique Carpet & Textile Art) published the catalog. 

Until 1983, HALI had published all ICOC Conference Proceedings. Thus, my 

participation must be situated as contributing, directly and indirectly, to the symbolic 

value and specialized knowledge embedded in the Conference. In the following 

discussion of Conference events, I will trace the forms and discourses evident in this 

particular tournament of value. 

Opening Scenes 
 The inaugural event preceding the start of the academic lecture portion of the 

program was announced via a hand-delivered invitation that read: “The Chairman of the 

International Conference on Oriental Carpets Executive Committee, Herwig Bartels 

German Ambassador to Morocco, and Julia Bartels request the honour of your company 

at a reception (at the)….Ambassador’s Residence.”  That evening, four bus-loads of 

attendees arrived to find an outdoor buffet set amid an exhibition of the Ambassador’s 

private collection of Turkish rugs and carpets which were hung for the occasion from the 

second story, exterior residence walls.  There, the dramatically lit carpets shimmered 

above our heads as a backdrop to the festivity.  However, the visual competition for 

attention began almost immediately as the conference coordinator (a dealer from 

Austria), acting as “Master of Ceremonies,” presented Moroccan embroideries, belts, 

capes and carpets from private collections - one after the other carefully hoisted upright 

on a huge, trampoline-like support for the group’s approval or questions.  Clamp lights 
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were constantly adjusted (since we were not only outdoors, but by now it was fully dark) 

so that everyone could see, and the ooh’s, aah’s and verbal expressions of approval that 

broke from the crowd as each piece went up were sometimes overwhelmed by wild 

clapping from those who felt the featured textile especially aesthetically pleasing.  

Sometimes the collector would take the microphone and relate how or why a piece was 

acquired.  The conference coordinator discussed age, region or tribe for each example on 

view, and frequently instructed the group on merits that were anchored in perceived 

traditional forms: color, design composition, pattern complexity or conversely pattern 

simplicity, weaving structure, fibers, and dyes relative to other weavings from the same 

geographic region or to earlier or later examples.  Simultaneously, the coordinator 

reinforced the role of specialized knowledge held by a core of “experts” in the crowd by 

calling on them on the spot to answer questions about minutiae such as stripe width or 

specific color combinations.  The audience actively participated in asking questions and 

challenging “expert” statements. 

 The question of why Moroccan carpets and textiles were the focus of attention by 

an elite group of  European and American rug specialists at that point in time can be 

understood by examining a combination of economic factors and marketplace supply and 

demand, as noted above.  However, the forum chosen for this focus was uniquely suited 

to utilize specialized expertise in the transference and construction of the symbolic values 

tied to authenticity, rarity, and weaving skill from long-established areas of carpet 

collecting to Moroccan carpets and flatweaves.  The event was staged on the first night of 

the conference and located at one of the most prestigious European sites in Marrakech – 

the German Ambassador’s private residence.  The presentation of Moroccan textiles was 
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orchestrated by the conference organizer, at that time the author of the most recent and 

comprehensive publication on the region’s weavings.  He called on the collectors in the 

audience to comment on their items or those from other’s collections, providing the 

audience with first-hand exposure to outstanding examples of Moroccan weaving with 

commentary on the features that qualified them as exemplary items. The entire process 

evidenced the “romantic, individualist, and gamelike ethos” characteristic of tournaments 

of value (Appadurai, 1986:50).  Here, the display of Moroccan weavings from individual 

collectors and with individual commentary, not only regarding weaving characteristics 

that could be considered “romantic” interpretations such as pattern meaning, symbolism, 

and use, but also in terms of the “best” examples, almost viscerally heightened the sense 

of competitiveness within the audience.  It also exemplified one process by which 

specialized knowledge worked to transform the symbolic and real value of a class of 

materials.  Thus, the opening night reception and the symbolic transition from Turkish 

rugs displayed above our heads and beyond our grasp to Moroccan carpets literally 

brought into the light, and metaphorically into awareness and appreciation.   

 This evening was the first in a succession of collection expositions which 

occurred at the end of each day’s activities.  Although casual in presentation, they 

accomplished the serious purpose of shaping aesthetic preferences and defining the 

parameters for carpets and textiles which were considered desirable by other collectors. 

These expositions provided the attendees insight into the tremendous diversity in 

Moroccan carpets and flatweaves while fueling the competitive aspects of collecting.  

Further, the study tour portion of the schedule included visits to governmental and private 

museum collections in each city - including the royal palace collection in Fes - implicitly 
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providing a standard by which participants would gauge other rugs and textiles in the 

future. Throughout, the intersections of private and public collections invoked the 

powerful Pre-Protectorate eras of Maroc - either explicitly in the case of the royal 

collection (the royal lineage is traced to the Prophet) or more subtlety in the choice of 

palace and medersa exhibition settings.  This referencing occurred without regard to the 

age or origins of the carpets or textiles on view.  In Meknes, one of the most dramatic 

settings of the conference was a formal, traditional Moroccan lunch served in the 

architectural ruins of the royal stables and granary of Sultan Moulay Ismail (1672-1727).  

The dirt floors were covered with a private collection of pile carpets (which the attendees 

uncharacteristically had to walk on); flatweaves, wall and door coverings hung against 

the arched walls, and a selection of textiles and flatweaves were available for purchase in 

an accompanying “exhibition.”  If a collector possessed even the slightest romanticized 

desire to have a personal link to the political, military or mythic Moroccan past via the 

connection of rugs and carpets, this was the place where the seduction was complete. 

Although the juxtaposition of items that were not for sale with those that were available 

for purchase left most attendees confused and therefore few sales were transacted, it 

points to the interlocking relationship between connoisseurship and commerce promoted 

by the conference.   

 As Spooner noted in discussing weavers, dealers and oriental carpets, 

connoisseurship and commerce are linked to the elusiveness of authenticity, a non-

specific conceptualization of “other cultural, socially ordered genuineness” (Spooner, 

1986:225).  In our desire to negotiate or even eliminate the fluidity of the qualities of 

authenticity, we try to “fix” them for each object by assigning names (maker, village, 
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collector), tracing historic influences (urban, rural, nomadic), categorizing weaving 

techniques and patterns (Arab, Berber), identifying regional or temporal styles, and 

recognizing experts. The more specific each of these categories becomes, the more 

trustworthy the authenticity pedigree becomes. What better way to physically confirm 

authenticity than by providing the literal and figurative landscape for negotiating those 

values in the carpet producing country of origin?  The very selection of Morocco for a 

regional conference site by the premier international carpet organization provided 

Moroccan carpets and flatweaves with a de facto status in the rug world which they 

previously lacked.  Many of the participants who were sophisticated collectors of 

Anatolian rugs were there to be convinced, and ICOC had provided a tournament of 

value for just this purpose. 

ICOC as a Tournament of Value 
 Appadurai proposes tournaments of value as specialized arenas created “at the top 

of many societies” where the “constant tension between the existing frameworks (of 

price, bargaining, and so forth) and the tendency of commodities to breach those 

frameworks)” can become visible (1986:57).   His examples include the kula, commodity 

futures, the trade in relics, and the potlatch. The analysis which follows will demonstrate 

the utility of the paradigm in extending its application to the collecting market for 

Moroccan carpets and weavings by examining the six key characteristics defining the 

concept.  Tournaments of value are: 1) complex and periodic events; 2) They are 

removed from routine economic life; 3) Participation is likely to be a privilege of power 

and a contest of status; 4) Tournament currency is set apart through “well understood 

cultural diacritics;” 5) Focus is on the “disposition of central tokens of value” as well as 
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status, rank, fame or reputation of participants; and, 6) The tournament’s form and 

outcome impact the forms of power and value in ordinary life (1986:21). 

 Regional ICOC programs are periodic both in location and in timing. Specifically, 

this was the first meeting in Morocco and one of the few in a carpet producing country. 

The logistics of moving 260 people through the Moroccan countryside on a study tour, 

with the addition of 200 more for the academic program and associated events in 

Marrakech was a complex undertaking.  In this instance, the presence of over 400 

conference attendees in the Marrakech souk would appear to contradict the correlation of 

exclusivity and value with authenticity.  The authentic status of luxury goods such as 

Oriental carpets has historically been enhanced by restricted availability either due to cost 

or the access to sources.  In this instance, the relationship was inverted such that 

authenticity, expressed in the tangible experiences of the rug souk, demonstrated 

exclusivity. 

 Second, tournaments of value are removed in a culturally defined way from 

routine economic life. Bargaining, whether at auction or in a marketplace, is an important 

part of the allure of carpet and textile collecting. This economic practice is not part of the 

fixed price purchases of Euro-western daily life.  Equally important to this discussion is 

the “romantic, individual, and game-like ethos” (Appadurai, 1986:50) of economic 

behavior attributed to tournaments of value.  This ethos informs and supports the 

construction of one of the primary collecting tropes (paraphrased here from numerous 

collector examples) that transcend specific sub-areas of interest or expertise in the rug, 

carpet or textile field. Trope #1): Good pieces can still be found out there, and many of 

them have never been seen, at least by this generation. This statement and its variants 
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reinforce the longing for discovery, the individual search for the unique, and the romance 

of an a-historical “out there.”  It holds out the hope that the collecting possibilities are 

infinite, though indefinable, and it is fueled by the circulation of either a personal story or 

the story from a dealer that a particular piece was only made available to them  

because:1) no one had ever approached this family before and so they had never sold any 

of their old carpets; 2) the teller really understands that community and has special, 

almost familial relationships there, so people are willing to part with their fine weavings; 

or 3) the weaver was willing to part with a particularly treasured family piece because she 

understood/could tell that this collector or dealer truly appreciated the weaving.  

 The third major characteristic of tournaments of value is participation based on 

status contests and the privilege of power. Status, power and class were manifest 

throughout MAROC 95. The status contest took the form of conference papers submitted 

and selected by the Programme Committee, and the privilege of power was evinced in the 

access to private collections, homes, embassies, and elite accommodations of the tour and 

conference. The combined airfare, conference registration, and study tour costs assured 

that participants had a certain “freedom from economic necessity” (Bourdieu 1984:54).  

The buses for the study tour were accompanied by a police escort, and the rug souks at 

scheduled stops were cordoned off from the local residents. The starkest example was a 

dinner held in the rug portion of the Khenifra souk.  This section was below the street 

level with an overpass/bridge bordering one side.  The four tour buses stopped on the 

bridge, forcing traffic around us, and we entered the souk by going down a set of stairs.  

We were seated on rugs in the open air, brought huge trays of food, while police at the 

market’s front and back entrance and in a row at the bridge railing kept anyone else from 
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entering.  Finally, the Conference was hosted in the Kingdom with the patronage of King 

Hassan II, and was convened with his written welcome read at the opening ceremonies.  

The official speakers in the academic program were invited based on refereed papers, as 

mentioned above, and simultaneous translation was provided only to registered 

participants and speakers.  Not just any rug enthusiast could join this assembly.  The 

status and power characteristics in this tournament of value underscored the second trope 

in this collecting arena.  

 Trope #2): You are part of a distinctive group, because only the initiated can 

appreciate this tradition.  The following three quotes illustrate how the construction of 

this discourse of distinction was supported narratively. The brochure announcing the 

Conference set the stage: “The spirited simplicity of Moroccan weavings fits perfectly 

with trends in present-day collecting.” The message was that if you were planning to 

attend this conference, you understood trends in contemporary collecting, and implicitly 

were probably in the forefront of such trends. Next from King Hassan’s welcoming 

remarks read at the conference opening ceremonies: “The Moroccan carpet is, thanks to 

its artistic value and beauty, highly praised by connoisseurs and all those who appreciate 

(emphasis mine) ancient, authentic, beautiful and expressive pieces of art.”  If you were 

in attendance at the conference, you had clearly distinguished yourself as a connoisseur 

and were able to recognize and appreciate value and beauty.  And finally, the May-June 

1995 issue of Royal Air Maroc Magazine asserted that the Conference goal was to 

transmit “…the initiated man’s love to western carpet traders…” (emphasis mine).  As a 

conference participant, you had been initiated to the market desirability of Moroccan 

weavings. The trope of singular appreciation provided a circular reinforcement for the 
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narrative that connoisseurship provides access that is unavailable to the uninitiated, with 

both limited access and availability reading as desirability for the marketplace. 

 The fourth tournament marker - currency that is set apart through cultural 

diacritics - and the fifth - focus on disposition of tokens of value and status, rank, fame or 

reputation of participants - can be considered together.  Knowledge in the form of 

specialized expertise was the currency in this tournament.  It could be identified by who 

led the tour, who gave conference papers, who moderated the sessions, and who 

interacted during each evening collection display, simultaneously manifesting the fifth 

characteristic in focusing on status, rank, fame or reputation of participants.    The 

exchange of this currency with non-specialists was calculated to generate viable 

economic activity in the collecting market by creating an informed demand, both inside 

and outside Morocco.  However, the success of the formula depended on tangible and 

intangible assurances that authenticity was intact. Here, authenticity was the central token 

of value.   

 Two more collecting tropes are found in the relationship between knowledge 

about Moroccan carpets and assurances of authenticity.  Trope #3):  There is a deeply 

held, culturally significant symbolic meaning in the designs found on these carpets and 

textiles, if we just knew what it was…  A variation on this narrative is one which proposes 

that “The symbolic designs have such ancient meanings that the weavers continue to use 

them without knowing why.”  In other words, the precise interpretation of symbolic 

patterns is not as important as their perceived presence.  Almost half of the conference 

papers focused on the topic of symbolism, from zigzags as abstract tents to orange color 

fields as potent sunset symbols.  Trope #4 is closely related: These are authentic cultural 



 37

products that have changed little for generations.  This trope allows the collector or 

dealer to negotiate symbolic age in exchange for absolute age.  Thus, a comparatively 

new carpet with “traditional” colors and designs can be judged to be more authentic than 

the same period carpet that demonstrates unusual color combinations or western design 

motifs (cars, airplanes, etc.). 

 In what ways did this tournament of value seek to impact the forms of power and 

value in ordinary life?  This sixth characteristic found expression in the impact on local 

Moroccan merchants selected to host the group and in the international trade lecture 

session of the Conference.  Artisan cooperatives provided elaborate meals along the study 

route and in return, we visited their shops.  In Marrakech, participants were divided into 

groups of about 30 to attend luncheons hosted and paid for by selected rug merchants 

from the souk.  This was intended to establish a hospitable client relationship which 

would hopefully result in rug sales for the selected shop owners.  The few books on 

Moroccan carpets and textiles were in each shop to show prospective buyers the quality 

and range of carpets available in relation to the published examples.  The shop owners 

selected by Conference organizers to be our hosts had amassed huge stockpiles of carpets 

in anticipation of this event, specifically targeting regions that Americans and Europeans 

were known to collect.  By the time we arrived in Marrakech, the rumored size of our 

group had grown from 450 to 10,000.  Although the Marrakech rug merchants knew 

these numbers were not accurate, economic investment and anticipation, as well as 

prices, were high.  Reportedly, the merchants were not disappointed. This relationship 

with the Conference either enhanced or solidified the primacy of these dealers within in 

the Marrakech souk de tapis.  In fact, attempts by our group’s Conference-assigned guide 
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to subvert the arrangements by taking group members to different merchants where he 

perhaps had a more favorable economic incentive were met with open resistance and 

protest. 

 The trade sessions were organized to create an impact at the international level.  

Topics at issue were the reintroduction of natural dyes, the translation of traditional forms 

into contemporary interpretations for the artist, quality standards in developing an export 

market, and economic considerations in workshop production.  A subsequent review of 

the sessions observed:  “The paradoxical task of making a product commercially 

attractive while maintaining authenticity - a problematic concept - was on everyone’s 

lips…” (Purdon, 1995:89).  This assessment succinctly illustrates the tensions between 

definitions of authenticity and commerce.  Among other criteria for authenticity, it is the 

incompatibility of methods of production which prohibit commercially produced 

materials form consideration.  It is widespread availability, usually through mass 

production, that is said to destroy authenticity.  “The women knotting Moroccan carpets 

must know that they don’t have to abandon their own tradition when they confront the 

modern artistic conception of purchaser countries” (Royal Air Maroc Magazine, May-

June 1995:33). This was an interesting assertion since none of the women who knot 

Moroccan carpets were involved in organizing the Conference or in attendance.   

 MAROC 95 embodied the complex articulation of elements which characterize a 

tournament of value, and in this case specifically highlighted the relationship between 

specialized knowledge and the symbolic value of authenticity in Moroccan rug and carpet 

collecting, and the ways in which those forms were translated into monetary  values in 

the marketplace. It provided a backdrop for those “with the power and the will to lead 
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opinion and manage the shifting secrets of authenticity for others” (Spooner, 1986:225) 

to negotiate the transition to greater levels of desirability for one class of luxury goods in 

the international market.  At the next full ICOC in November 1996, a specially organized 

exhibition on Moroccan carpets, flat weaves and textiles was featured as a Conference 

exhibition for the first time. 

8TH ICOC CONFERENCE  - PHILADELPHIA  
 The Philadelphia conference presented three and one-half days of papers, poster 

sessions, eight affiliated exhibitions, an International Carpet Fair with approximately 39 

dealers or galleries represented, gallery and design center evening receptions, and post-

conference tours to New York and Washington, D.C., all described in 48-page four color 

conference booklet.  In contrast to most academic conference programs, the daily 

schedule and paper abstracts were surrounded by lush carpet photographs and 

advertisements for galleries, whetting appetites for not only information but the 

competition of the marketplace. Within this tournament of value, Moroccan materials 

were folded into the overall tournament setting whose scope included the full range of 

rug and carpet regions. As with the regional conference, the 8th ICOC was a complex and 

periodic event removed from routine economic life with participation a privilege of 

power and a contest of status.  The combined registration fees, hotel, transportation and 

other costs for attending even from within the U. S. remained substantial. Attendees 

numbered over 300 representing more than 12 countries, and the status, rank, and 

reputation of both participants and exhibitors (private and institutional) was noted both 

informally and in the written program. The private Philadelphia Racquet Club was the 
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site for the major evening dinner and here, as well as in other locations, ordinarily 

inaccessible rugs and carpets were on view for discussion and admiration. 

 Specialized knowledge was also this tournament’s currency, reflected in program 

papers that ranged from descriptions of private or institutional collections (The 

Unpublished Iranian Carpet Collection of the Budapest Museum of Applied Arts, The 

Charles T. Yerkes Collection), descriptions of carpets or weaving regions (The Carpets of 

Mongolia, The Social History of Central Asian Ikat, Kaitag Embroideries of the 

Caucasus), technical analysis (Dye Analysis of Textiles from Palmyra,  Carpets, 

Computers, and Classification) to design motif and symbolism analysis (Universality and 

Interrelationships of Certain Design Elements, Numbers and Numerology in Carpets, The 

Tekke Animal Tree Engsi).  In this instance however, the tokens of value were less 

specifically authenticity and more generally age, manifest in both carpets and individuals 

evidenced in an ICOC  “founding fathers” deference and the dominant veneration of Old 

World carpets and textiles. 

 The relationship of the academic program and the International Carpet Fair 

mounted at the Conference hotel is perhaps the best indicator of tournament form or 

outcome that impacts power and value elsewhere. In a preview article, HALI magazine 

noted that the Fair “lies at the heart” of the ICOC for many visitors, “providing an 

indication of the market’s morale and setting the pace for business activity in the ensuing 

months”(1996 (89):137).  The preview goes on to reassure that “The ICOC organizing 

committee have promised exhibitors that they have learned something from previous rug 

fairs, and that the show has consequently been strongly promoted in the local, regional 

and national media, in order to attract potential buyers from the public at large.”  The 
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article concludes with an additional observation about access: “Our one regret in advance 

of the event is that the organizers have not come up with an acceptable formula to 

incorporate the sizeable number of individual dealers, many on small budgets, who 

cannot or will not take part in the formal fair, either because of cost or because of the 

time commitment required to run a booth prohibits involvement in other ICOC events.  

Such dealers will doubtless conduct brisk business in their hotel rooms.”(HALI, 1996 

(89):146).  Indeed, one collector at the Conference informed me that “all the action is in 

the rooms.” 

 Although one Conference paper addressed Moroccan flatweave research, the 

tournament/Conference form that held most impact for Moroccan rug and textile 

collecting was the exhibition organized at the Arthur Ross Gallery, University of 

Pennsylvania entitled Mysteries of the Maghreb.  This was the first time that Moroccan 

materials had ever been presented as an exhibition in conjunction with the full ICOC 

meetings. The Moroccan Ambassador to the United States was in attendance for the 

opening reception, further solidifying the power, status and rank attached to a Conference 

showing and reinforcing the “we’re here to stay” outlook expressed by the collectors. 

CHICAGO-CASABLANCA INTERNATIONAL SISTER CITY CELEBRATION 
 In September 1997, the Chicago Cultural Center hosted the Chicago Sister Cities 

International Program celebration of the sister city relationship with Casablanca.  The 

four day event featured a two day Moroccan Marketplace and Festival, a day of programs 

discussing Moroccan material culture, music, and food, and an afternoon Moroccan film 

series.  The event received corporate and individual underwriting and proceeds were 
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earmarked for the Children’s Hospital and Maternity Hospital in Casablanca. At the 

suggestion of the major rug dealer to be at the marketplace, I was asked to participate as a 

speaker on Moroccan textiles.   

 I arrived on the second day to find all the posters for the Marketplace stamped 

“Extended through Sunday!”   After attending the previous evening’s opening festivities, 

Mayor Daley was reported to have been so impressed with the objects and look of the 

space that he asked for the Marketplace to continue two extra days.  My friend the rug 

dealer had brought not only hundreds of carpets from his out-of-state gallery, but also 

wooden doors, two huge tents and a three-quarter life size bronze sculpture of a Fantasia 

rider that he used to transform the space into the “faux” souk of “exotic foods, 

merchandise and entertainment” described by the printed event program.  This vivid 

backdrop reinforced the romanticized text of the booklet, Casablanca Caravan, produced 

by the Chicago Casablanca Committee.  The narrative was an amalgamation of excerpts 

from other publications, laced with the tropes of travel and tourist literature: “This 

ancient culture, its people, their spirit, religious and supernatural beliefs all permeate the 

creative process giving each piece a rich, spiritual uniqueness….some of the spirit of its 

maker.”  Descriptions and illustrations of traditional arts were included for selected cities, 

presumably to aid the purchaser in their selections at the Marketplace by confirming that 

they were looking at the “real thing.”  This publication and the marketplace exhibition 

worked jointly to portray the Morocco outside the exhibition as “a pristine realm existing 

prior to all representation, which means prior to all intervention by the self, to all 

construction, mixing, or intermediation, to all the forms of imitation, displacement and 

difference” (Mitchell, 1992:301). 
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 This was an event designed for and marketed to the non-specialist, general public.  

Although its stated goal was to raise money for Casablanca medical facilities, the event 

also provided important publicity for the Cultural Center and the Sister Cities program.  

The media also reinforced the timeless, exotic nature of the Marketplace set.  In addition 

to media coverage of other portions of the event, I was asked to talk about the age and 

beauty of the flatweaves in an interview conducted while seated on piles of rugs in one of 

the tents.  This celebration inverted the form of the two conferences described above by 

foregrounding the marketplace and secondarily providing a program of papers designed 

explicitly to garner academic legitimacy for an enterprise that used the discourse of 

Morocco as an exotic object of desire. It included exhibits, dealers’ marketplace, private 

and elite receptions, and public presentations.  The allocation of event proceeds to 

provide better health care for women and children in Casablanca allowed the organizers 

and attendees to participate fully and exuberantly in the exotic “for a good cause.” The 

forms and outcomes were not the reproduction of specialized knowledge or even 

necessarily the creation of serious new Chicago collectors of Moroccan rugs, textiles or 

material culture.  The forms and outcomes here reproduced the symbolic value attributed 

to the artifacts and the specialized knowledge attributed to the dealers.  The dealer I 

worked with told me that when people asked how he knew about Moroccan textiles and 

about their age and quality, his response was “If you don’t know jewels, know your 

jeweler.” 

A NEW TRAJECTORY FOR MOROCCAN WEAVINGS 
 At the beginning of the last quarter of the 20th century, Moroccan weavings were 
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comparatively unknown to textile collectors in the U.S. and Europe, and they had 

received little interest within the broader field of Oriental rug and carpets. The limited 

number of U.S. museums with examples in their holdings had received them as gifts most 

often from military personnel or those who had traveled in North Africa rather than as the 

result of ethnographic field work or systematic collecting.  This chapter has traced the 

changing value of these materials within the art marketplace over a period spanning less 

than twenty-five years through the symbolic value and specialized knowledge ascribed in 

two tournaments of value: 1) the regional International Conference on Carpets in 

Morocco in 1995 and the full International Conference on Oriental Carpets in 

Philadelphia in 1996; and in one community celebration of the exotic: the 1997 Chicago-

Casablanca Sister City Celebration.  By the end of this period, nine exhibitions had been 

organized, at least three museum collections had either been established or enhanced, and 

several major publications had been completed.  At a June 2001 carpet fair in London, 

one of the Swiss collectors noted that there were three dealers with Moroccan material 

only and four to five others who included Moroccan material, “some of it outstanding. It 

seems this HALI show was to set the international price level of the Moroccan 

stuff….The quality of most of the material was good but - no surprise - really outstanding 

pieces getting ever more an exception.  Anyway: the publicity for Moroccan material 

obviously made more dealers bring their pieces to the fair.”  He went on to conclude that 

the Moroccan material was no longer in the “cheap corner,” and that prices may have 

reached their culmination (personal communication).  The ICOC had scheduled a second 

conference on North African carpets and textiles for September 2001, utilizing the same 

format as the 1995 conference, noting in the program announcement:  “The 1995 ICOC 
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Regional Conference on Moroccan and North African carpets and flat weaves…gave a 

strong impetus to collectors and academics alike.  Since then, high-quality exhibitions of 

Moroccan textiles have been staged successfully through the world, and this has become 

established as a new and refreshing field, not just in HALI but also at the main ICOC. ” 

Whether the redirected trajectory of Moroccan weavings was complete, the use of 

specialized knowledge and the reapportionment of values necessary “to eliminate 

completely the perception gap relative to Moroccan weavings that has existed between 

Europe and the United States” (Pickering, W. R. in Paydar & Grammet, 2002:14) had 

begun to change the shape of both the consumer and collecting marketplace for this 

category of materials. 
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Chapter III  

Dealers and Collector-Dealers: Narratives of Identity and Self-
Definition 

 
 The intersection of the marketplace and the connoisseur in the realm of late 20th 

century antique Oriental rug collecting marks one location where the value of Moroccan 

weavings is reshaped and where self is narrated and defined via the individual discourses 

of dealers and collector-dealers in Moroccan carpets and weavings.  This chapter will 

examine how the personal narratives of these dealers and collector-dealers work to create 

and enhance value for this category of material within the larger field of rug and textile 

collecting.  It will also explicate how these narratives position the narrators in roles as 

midwives to the valuing process through the individual experience, knowledge, 

background and artistic sensibility which they bring to the marketplace.  In situating 

themselves as connoisseurs, business people and collectors, they also establish a stance 

from which to critique the field, the aesthetic judgment and the business and collecting 

practices of others.  They are active agents in sustaining the meta-narrative that is the 

legacy of early Modernism, wherein non-Western material culture is refigured as 

primitive art. Two of the dealers own galleries in prime destinations for the consumption 

of the exotic by elite consumers, Santa Fe and Aspen, and their advertisements include 

the terminology that positions them in this marketplace: “Specializing in Tribal Art, 

Antique Pottery, Ethnic Jewelry, Primitive Kilims and Architectural Items” and “Tribal 

Rugs, Kilims, Jewelry, Artifacts” respectively.  A third dealer is promoted as the resident 

“expert in Moroccan carpets” for the Austrian gallery that advertises: “Tribal Art and rare 
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old Berber Carpets.”   In the migration of objects between the two institutionalized 

domains of the “anthropologically meaningful and/or aesthetically valued” (Clifford, 

1985:243), their discourses traverse the boundaries of these domains as presentation of 

self and clientele demand.  This fluidity finds expression in their collaboration as lenders 

to museum exhibitions, reinforcing a personal identity that values preservation of 

material culture forms, and alternately, interior design sales that are rooted in valuing the 

purely aesthetic form. Although Moroccan carpets and weavings have been market 

commodities for centuries as described in the previous chapter, they are nevertheless art 

by metamorphosis rather than by destination (Maquet, 1986).  These dealers and dealer-

collectors are the mechanism by which the weavings are removed from their culture of 

origin and undergo the shift to the aesthetic locus and value regime of the western 

market.  This chapter will trace how they use both personal narratives of identity and the 

discourses of specialized knowledge to reposition the value of Moroccan carpets and 

weavings through shaping the fashion and tastes of the collecting and interior design 

markets. 

SELF -CREDENTIALING 
 The six Moroccan textile dealers interviewed divided evenly between those who 

situated themselves distinctly as dealers and those who identified themselves as collector-

dealers.  For the purposes of this discussion, I am defining collector-dealers as those 

whose interest in Moroccan textiles began as a collector and subsequently shifted to the 

commerce of buying and selling for purposes other than building their collection. This 

self-assigned designation did not mean that those who identified themselves primarily as 
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dealers did not have collections. However, their discourse signaled this positioning as a 

fluid identity boundary defined by and shifting between symbolic value and specialized 

knowledge.  The ease with which the dialogue shifted between category markers within a 

single interview obviated a mutually exclusive boundary and pointed to the utility of a 

seamless yet persistent difference for creating distinctiveness.  Those who identified 

themselves first as dealers emphasized specialized and singular knowledge ranging from 

aesthetics and design meanings to weaving sources accessible only to them.  For the 

collector-dealers, the symbolic values of preservation and documentation predominated 

in their explanations of interest and motivation.  

 Four of the interviewees are from the United States; one is from Austria and one 

is from Switzerland.  Three were interviewed in their galleries, while three were 

interviewed in an informal setting at an international rug and carpet conference held in 

the U.S.  I knew and had worked with four of the group over a period of eight or nine 

years; I had attended conferences with the two Europeans previously. Only one in the 

group is female. As a starting point for each interview, I had prepared direct questions to 

elicit how each interviewee first became interested in Moroccan rugs and textiles, how 

they defined their personal collecting criteria, how they described the collecting criteria 

of their clients, and their role in shaping the collector or client market.  Prepared 

questions as discussion starters turned out to be unnecessary, as the interviewees 

responded to my project within the temporal context of heightened collector attention, 

exhibits, publications and increased public awareness of Moroccan rugs and material 

culture of the period by freely providing their observations and assessments, particularly 

of their role in creating or nurturing this period of activity.  An unsolicited but pervasive 
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thread of self-credentialing wound through each narrative.  My research positioned me in 

this process as a “student,” effectively removing me from the overlapping realms of 

competitor or expert to the role of audience for the stories others failed to recognize or 

had yet to be told. This persistent discussion thread centered on the lack of awareness, 

appreciation or recognition from both peers and collectors of their insight in identifying 

the beauty, rarity or value of Moroccan carpets before they were popular and in bringing 

them to the attention of the public, the collecting market and museums.  It was obliquely 

referenced by some and openly emphasized by others. The self credentialing was most 

prevalent with those who expressed their primary role as dealers and with varying 

emphasis, included the following: 1) how long they had been in the business; 2) what 

kinds of relationships they maintained both within Morocco and with clients; and, 3) how 

many and what kinds of governing officials or entities with perceived power and 

intellectual capitol relied on them.  

IDENTITY AND DESIGN CONNOISSEURSHIP  
 Richard Hersberger, a dealer from Switzerland began acquiring “nomad carpets” 

as he termed them, including those from Morocco, in the late 1950’s. His interest and 

expertise derived from a family background and business that included carpets and his 

training as an interior designer.  His presence in the field of interior design and as a carpet 

gallery owner was at least twenty years greater than the other dealers interviewed. The 

other dealers came to their Moroccan textile endeavors through travel or business in the 

region.  In our interview, Hersberger began by making sure I knew that his business was 

as a designer and that he owned an interior design firm that included three gallery floors 
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of textiles and furniture. Whether this was to set himself apart from small scale collectors, 

galleries, or the rest of the playing field in general, he clearly situated himself as a 

businessman and designer who chose carpets for aesthetic reasons.  Additionally, he did 

not distinguish between what he had “collected” and what was for sale (10/31/1996).  He 

reported that he traveled to Morocco 2-3 times each year to purchase carpets, and firmly 

articulated his core criteria for aesthetic quality as directly dependent on carpets that were 

woven for home use.  

 Despite his assertion to me that he was first and foremost a design businessman, 

this dealer had become well known to textile collectors as a collector through the 1991 

publication featuring his Moroccan carpets.  As part of his design business, he had 

amassed a substantial number of carpets, published as a collection under the title 

BERBER: Tribal Carpets and Weavings from Morocco.  Published in hardback, the book 

included his named collection on the cover and was printed in both French and English.  

The volume is a departure from most collection publications where the collector usually 

provides a significant portion of the text or at minimum an essay on some facet of the 

material being published. In addition, it was authored by Wilfried Stanzer whose previous 

work had been with the Kurds and in Afghanistan and who conducted the research for 

this publication after being introduced to the region and carpet sources in Morocco by the 

owner.  Stanzer was a well-known presence in European rug and carpet circles, having 

presided over the 5th ICOC in Budapest and Vienna and having served as HALI’s 

Austrian representative. In a HALI column with the heading “Local Hero,” he was 

described as “busy furthering the cause of Oriental carpets and textiles…with 

characteristic larger-than-life enthusiasm.” (HALI, 1989 (44):77).  
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 In the “Collector’s Foreword” to BERBER, the dealer recounts that the rationale 

for the publication grew from a meeting between a client, a carpet specialist and himself 

where they agreed “that Moroccan nomad and Berber carpets are unjustly neglected in 

the carpet world,” and the specialist “spontaneously decided to publish a book on my 

collection.”  Stanzer repeats this construct in his acknowledgements, stating “…(the 

specialist) appreciated the fascination of these ‘wild’ Atlas Berber rugs and 

spontaneously decided to publish this work.” (Stanzer, 1991:6-7).  Spontaneity aside, the 

volume and subsequent work by the author had a direct bearing on the organization of the 

regional ICOC meetings in Morocco in 1995.  Approximately three-fourths of the 

attendees were Swiss, German or Austrian; the study tour was led by the author, and both 

author and owner were presented with an award recognizing significant contributions to 

carpet scholarship at the conference.  So why did the owner/dealer re-position his identity 

from collector to designer/dealer in our interview? What role had the publication played 

in altering his assessment of his position in the Moroccan carpet collecting universe? 

 I would propose that because the newly expert publication author, not the 

collector, received greater recognition by orchestrating a center stage role during the 

preceding year’s conference, the owner resumed his stance of authority/singularity 

related to design and aesthetics.  It was Hersberger’s collection, but it was seen as 

Stanzer’s book.  Hersberger noted in our interview that it was he who took Stanzer all 

over Morocco, introducing him to the carpet making regions, and that “lots of people now 

call and want to go with me.”(10/96). The ground pertaining to the intellectual minutiae 

of knot counts, tribal or village attribution and pattern sources may have been ceded, but 

he was not going to relinquish has seniority and standing in design and aesthetics. 
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Reclaiming this territory may have been his motivation for agreeing to an interview with 

me. He had come to the Philadelphia ICOC meeting (where the interview took place) 

armed with multiple 8”x10” glossy aerial photographs of his Moroccan carpets spread on 

the ground side to side and end to end to form a glorious patchwork of color and  light 

and dark.  This shot, designed as an ad, forcefully communicated inventory volume and 

aesthetic impact. This was not the close-up “glamour shot” ad style used by most 

galleries where one stellar piece is centered on the page to attract the viewer’s scrutiny. 

The January 1997 Marketplace-Galleries section of HALI magazine included a portion of 

the photograph with this introduction: “Having fallen in love with Moroccan pile carpets 

and flat weaves many years ago, the Swiss dealer and collector Richard Hersberger has 

hardly stopped talking about them.  Capitalizing on their ‘modern’ look, he has built up a 

considerable collection that can be marketed as affordable modern art.  In summer 1996, 

an empty building site in Muttenz near Basel was transformed, as around 400 pieces from 

the Hersberger Collection took the sun.” (1997(90):130). A photograph of hundreds of 

rugs taken from a height which blurred and de-emphasized details that convey region or 

weaving group made an unequivocal statement that he literally and figuratively 

commanded the field.  

IDENTITY AND THE DISCOURSE OF MAGIC  
 By the time of our interview two years after the regional meetings in Morocco, 

James Jereb had transitioned into a completely new field of interest.  He had established a 

personal studio space and was dedicated to painting what he termed his “spirit journey” 

experiences on large canvas, telling me, “My job now is people‘s houses and what they 



 53

can do to make them sacred….”.  He no longer owned Moroccan material culture as a 

dealer, however he attributed the first steps on his new path to a Moroccan Tuareg-like 

spirit guide who enabled him to access his multiple pasts.  An art historian by training 

and degree (sub-Saharan focus), he first traveled in Morocco as a student.  He later lead 

travel tours for an elite expedition company and during this period began his role as a 

dealer, particularly in Berber jewelry. “I was already traveling in other parts of Africa and 

New Guinea and I did buy things and I did sell them.  I was not, what’s the word, 

specialized.” (5/27/97).  When we first met in the late 1980’s, he described himself as a 

“designer/colorist” and his Santa Fe gallery featured Moroccan material culture displayed 

within an interior that reflected his design philosophy. A feature in Focus/Santa Fe 

(Deats, 1989(9):4-5) described it as: “Visiting the gallery is very much like taking a 

college course on Berber symbolism, which unfolds kaleidoscopically yet as cleanly as 

nesting boxes.” Over the next decade, he participated in Moroccan textile exhibitions, 

symposia and publications either as a speaker, lender, organizer, or author (Jereb, 1989, 

1990, 1991, 1994, 1995). 

 His credentialing, unlike the other dealers, had little to do with how long he had 

been in the business or his relationships with other dealers or Moroccans, but rather was 

articulated in terms of “a unique relation to the objects and their power.” As someone 

who came comparatively late to a small but still crowded playing field, this connection to 

the symbolic created distinctiveness and removed the need to compete in the same 

categories as the other gallery owners. “I mean I knew I was getting like the best stuff 

and all of that because I have the eye. And I also have the heart.  And I know that was a 

big part of it.  Here they are, all these people that were merchants, which I consider them 
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merchants, not collectors…and everything they were doing, it always used to bother me.  

I mean I believed in what I was selling.  At least as far as the jewelry, I always knew that 

this stuff was not just stuff. I believed in the magic about the material.  That’s what 

always grabbed me.  In the beginning it got me so much I think that’s why I was not as 

successful as I could have been.  And what I mean by that is I started out very small. First 

of all, I knew intellectually that this was a wide open area.  That was a real big impetus 

on a scholarly level.  But that’s not what drove my heart.  My heart was the magic of the 

material.  There’s no question.”   

IDENTITY AND PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
 The reference to merchants was at least partially directed to two sets of American 

dealers/gallery owners in particular, one located in Aspen at the time and a couple also 

located in Santa Fe.  These “founders” started out working together in the 1970’s, but 

parted ways and headed to different states by the mid 1980’s.  For several years T.R. and 

Linda Lawrence owned a Houston gallery that started with Moroccan carpets but 

branched into jewelry and leather goods made according to their designs in Morocco for 

the U.S. retail market; in the corporate market, they worked with art consultants in 

furnishing corporate offices in the Houston area. Relocating to Santa Fe allowed 

significant expansion in the size of the gallery and the scope of the business. T.R. noted 

that the “carpets are a vehicle to do everything else - furnishings, tiles, food.”  In the early 

1990’s, they filled shipping import containers with Moroccan ceramics and historic doors 

for the interior design trade.  Their import emphasis had shifted to tile and windows by 

1997.  The windows were sold to a store in Dallas that made them into table tops; and the 
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“tile tables were going like hot cakes.”  

 I had known T.R. and Linda since they were in Houston, and when I arrived for 

our interview in Santa Fe (5/26-27/77), T.R.’s opening conversation was focused on his 

expansion into the fine food business, specifically Moroccan olive oil importing.  This 

topic also provided the context for him to affirm his relationships with Moroccan families 

since the owners of the olive farm were one of the Marrakech rug merchants and his 

brothers. T.R. contended that he was the only one of “the group” (a reference to the 

Aspen and other Santa Fe gallery owners) that could go back because the others owed 

money “all over Morocco.”  In addition to his open contempt for such business practice 

and the bad feelings it created, his equally scathing criticism was that none of the others 

gave anything back to the Moroccan communities.  In his view, not only did they not pay 

their debts, they didn’t stay in touch with the people that had helped them there, and they 

“just put themselves first.”  Of the credentialing themes outlined above, T.R.’s narrative 

of self-identity and distinctiveness centered on this discourse regarding the relationships 

he established and maintained in Morocco.  Although discussion of how long he had been 

in business, his expert or government official contacts and the lament of no recognition 

were present, it was his philosophy expressed as “longevity vs. instant success” that he 

invoked to set himself apart. “Success meant answering your own phone. Most of the 

others don’t because they are always looking over their shoulder; they are always ‘out of 

the country.’” In contrast, he owned a house in Marrakech, and this was his tangible 

measure of deeper ties to Morocco.  He described putting money back into the local 

community for years, helping put kids through school, and distributing 3,000 

toothbrushes on his most recent trip as part of a health program, pausing to ask:  “Do you 
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know how long it takes to give away 3,000 toothbrushes?”  The narrative thread of strong 

relationships and “giving back” worked to belie, if not deflect the question of whether his 

business endeavors exploited the Moroccans. Despite contextualizing the carpets as a 

means to an end, his discourse on appreciating and collecting the textiles as art, not 

commerce bumped contradictorily into the recounting of assertive and ambitious business 

initiatives. 

  “I’ve never seen myself as a real collector I’ve always been a good ‘rat-holer.’  I 

mean I would save things, things that I tended to like or find.”  “I always saw these things 

as contemporary art….My tastes in the weavings were very different than what someone 

else was looking for. I found the pieces that I thought were of exceptional quality.  It 

wasn’t that I was necessarily a collector - is that I kept them so I could learn more about 

the additional pieces.  As we looked into buying other textiles years later, if you had let 

the best pieces sneak through your hands in the beginning, you wouldn’t have known 

they were the better pieces.  So I believe living with them, washing them, playing with 

them, sleeping on ‘em, everything you could do to learn about them was an interest 

because you had to see them daily to understand the differences in the techniques and the 

quality of them.  So over the years I didn’t have clients to sell them to and I wasn’t going 

to sell them for nothing. …So I had other jobs while I started this … and I saved all my 

money for at least ten years and then I crap shot all my money back in on the rugs and I 

continued to buy them because I knew someday there would be an interest in them, not 

necessarily the financial rewards but the idea of just the benefit of the art.  I always felt 

the rugs were rather magical. You had a chance to maybe generate a great deal of wealth 

through the carpet business, but they also could turn on you, meaning you could have 
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very good luck and bad luck with the rugs.  If you had paid for them and had found good 

homes for them, as goofy as it sounds, you had better luck. But people that got them on 

consignment or promised to pay for them and then didn’t pay or didn’t pay the negotiated 

price, the rugs were eaten by moths, had heavy water damage or they were stolen.  A lot 

of people I have seen in the carpets have not been lucky, because when you can buy 

something for $80 and sell it for $800 you NEVER want to do anything else.  And that’s 

what catches everybody.  And the majority of the people that were involved in these 

businesses back when we started were very poorly educated people.  I mean they had no 

art backgrounds.  They saw…it wasn’t necessarily collecting…they saw it more of as a 

scam to buy something at a cheap price and sell it at a very high price to people that 

didn’t know what they were buying.  The collectors paid for too much for everything.  I 

still to this day don’t believe that they know what the best pieces are. Because when 

we’ve shown them, and even to “x” here; I showed “x” what was under my bed and I 

picked out what I call the real ringers, which I think are very interesting and very unusual 

pieces.  He picked the same mundane kind of mediocre things that people have seen for 

years - what he thought were the best ones.  And “x”got all his rugs by taking tourists 

there and let the people get barbequed. That’s how he got them, on commissions.  I never 

took any commissions from the Cherif families. I never took one nickel from them, and 

consequently, I always believed I would make money in Morocco.  I didn’t go there to 

sell them things.  I went there to buy them things or to help them, and that was always 

kind of my logic in this.” 
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CONNOISSEURSHIP AND PRIMACY 
 Alf Taylor was the first of the serious dealers in Moroccan rugs, flat weaves and 

textiles to bring rugs to the US from Morocco in the mid 1970’s.  At the time of the 

interview (5/29-30/1997), Aspen had been the location of the gallery he owned with his 

wife for the preceding seven years, following locations in Santa Barbara, Tucson, Santa 

Fe, and Hawaii.  In the Aspen gallery, he had expanded to include new carpets from 

Turkey, Russia and Afghanistan, having acquired the inventory and “sources” of a gallery 

no longer in business there. Visually, these carpets dominated the space, along with 

chandeliers from Italy, Spain and Morocco; trunks and shoes covered in Turkish kilims; 

miscellaneous doors and wooden objects and a smattering of jewelry. The gallery was a 

distinct departure from his space in Tucson which was dedicated entirely to Moroccan 

material culture and was promoted as the American Museum of Moroccan Art. 

Nevertheless, they reporting selling the same number of Moroccan rugs as non-Moroccan 

rugs in the previous year, and he described his personal collection as still about 75% 

Moroccan material.  His personal collection was the core of the exhibition I had curated 

ten years earlier. “The real nice old pieces like you looked at in the Museum, all of those 

are still stashed. Yeah, we took a lot of them and put them in inventory, but all the very 

fine pieces, the pieces that can’t be reproduced those are the pieces you can’t go wrong 

(with)….  They’re certainly not making any more of those old pieces.  I’m sure I have a  

couple of hundred, three or four hundred flat weaves, those Zemmour flat weaves that are 

just really outrageous...you saw more than a hundred in there a while ago.  I’ve just got 

those everywhere.” 

   And while T.R.’s discourse on relationships posited that he held the higher 
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ground for never owing money, the story Alf tells about his relationships with the dealers 

in Marrakech is more nuanced:  “Now, I owed a lot of those merchants money for a long 

time and I went there after I’d been gone about two years.  Just got them all together and 

said times are tough.  I mean the sales are tough.  So don’t worry, I’m going to bring 

your…I just wanted to come here and tell you that to your face, to not worry.  Well, that 

night one of them came to the house and got me and they went down there and all those 

rug merchants were sitting around and they said we’ve decided to give you rugs. Take all 

you want and pay us when you can because the most important thing for us is to keep you 

strong. So in other words, everybody I always did business with I continue to do business 

just out of loyalty.” 

 His discourse situated his role as the “first to promote the Moroccan textiles in 

this country.” This was indirectly affirmed in T.R.’s description of accompanying Alf to 

Morocco on buying trips in the late 1970’s, from which T.R. glossed their current 

separate endeavors as differences in stylistic or aesthetic approaches. “My tastes in the 

weavings were very different than what Alf was looking for.”  Yet he also described 

these years as a time when they were all looking for the same Middle Atlas Zemmour 

flatweaves. Alf described his pieces as the first to attract the attention of the Textile 

Museum curator who, along with two Textile Museum Trustees, subsequently organized 

the seminal 1981 exhibition, From the Far West (Fiske, P. L.W. R. Pickering, R.S. Yohe, 

1980).  “That’s how it started.”  His narrative identified this as the point from which 

everything else radiated, and pieces from his collection were included in the exhibition.  

Prior to the Textile Museum exhibit, “nobody was collecting Moroccan material.  They 

didn’t know about it because there weren’t enough nice pieces coming in….Almost every 
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collector of Moroccan textiles in this country started with me.  They didn’t start in 

Morocco.”   

 The role of specialized research or technical knowledge pertaining to the textiles 

or other areas of Moroccan material cultures was not a part of Alf’s discourse of identity.  

In fact, he often dissembled the knowledge he possessed.  At the Chicago-Casablanca 

Sister City event in September 1997, he sold his entire collection of Jewish Moroccan 

material culture to a man who presented it to his synagogue.  When the Rabbi called with 

questions about the items, Alf answered, “I don’t know anything about any of it except 

that it comes with the cardboard boxes.”  Although he thought that was a rather light-

hearted response and one that was to indicate that that there were others who knew more 

about the objects accompanying the practice of the Jewish faith in an Arab country, he 

described to me that he was met with absolute silence in response.  Similarly, rather than 

creating a catalog or publication of his collection, in 1991, he published (in English and 

French) A Treasure Hunter’s Guide to Morocco.  Interspersed with the photographs of 

souks, architecture and people of Morocco were photographs of many of his rugs and flat 

weaves; however he did not present them as a primer on what to collect. Instead, he 

encouraged the reader/traveler to “Most of all, have a good time.” Projecting a stance as 

less than serious and sometimes flippant, prompted others to consider his as merely a 

merchant’s tactics, with solely commercial motives. 

 It was affiliation with the political and diplomatic worlds; working with 

government representatives, quasi-governmental organizations or the royal family that 

anchored his identity discourse.  For the Treasure Hunter’s Guide, he obtained and 

included not only an afterward and picture with the Honorary Consul of the Kingdom of 
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Morocco, but introductory letters endorsing the book and Alf as an “authority on 

Moroccan handicrafts” from the U.S. Ambassador to Morocco and from the Moroccan 

Ambassador to the U.S.  He was pleased to be handling the sale of the collection of a 

former Ambassador to Morocco, noting that whatever was left he would give to the 

museum in Tangiers. This was a collection that was acknowledged in Moroccan textile 

collecting circles, but was not entirely well-known and that had been evaluated somewhat 

less favorably by T.R. “He was the Ambassador there….  I know his son-in-law.  He 

wanted me to buy some rugs from his father in law.  His father in law sent me all the 

rugs, 60 some pieces.  I wrote him back, and I said, I think you should continue working 

for the State Department.  Not one rug he bought was of any value.”   

 The recurring tension between receiving acknowledgement and recognition from 

those formally involved with the Moroccan government and the mistrust associated with 

being taken advantage of by these same players surfaced in several ways. When 

presented with opportunities, Alf often chose not to participate in formal or structured 

settings with the same entities that he invoked as validation.  As an example, he reported 

that he and another collector-dealer included in this study had been asked by the 

Ambassador to be on the Board of the Tangiers museum.  The reason he provided to me 

for declining was that he had been burned by “officials” on a United Nations project. 

(“They hadn’t paid their bills.”).  In another narrative, Alf recounted how an initiative to 

support traditional weaving techniques by supplying naturally dyed materials to 

Moroccan weavers developed: “I have a friend …and he said  you’re always crying about 

there’s no more treasures in Morocco, why don’t you try to create some treasures.”  Alf 

took naturally dyed, high quality silk from the United States to weavers south of Rabat. “I 
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had six pieces made I presented through the Minister of Culture.  I presented one of the 

very finest Zemmour and the very finest Beni Ouarain to His Majesty, who flipped out.  

They said he went crazy.  He was very down on the handicraft industry right then.  It 

wasn’t producing, so when he saw somebody bring something more beautiful than he had 

seen, the silk Beni Ouarain, it had silk this long. It was gorgeous.  He sent Minister 

Zunasser(?) -  called me in every city I went to in Morocco. His Majesty likes the pieces 

very much.  He would like to buy the other four pieces.” The King’s desire in this story 

for all the silk pieces served as affirmation of the value of Alf’s contribution to the 

indigenous weaving traditions of Morocco and confirmation of his political connections.  

He rejected the requests conveyed on behalf of the King and brought the four pieces in 

question back to his shop in Aspen. His telling was a narrative of personal access that 

could offer and withhold objects of beauty from the King of Morocco.  

THE SECOND GENERATION 
 In 1992, Brooke Pickering made the official transition from collector to collector-

dealer.  She had an active role in building the premier family collection of Moroccan 

carpets and flat weaves in the U.S., but was ambivalent about categorizing herself as a 

collector: “I don’t think I’m a real honest to God collector.  I think that I have put 

together this collection with Dad, but I don’t think I’m naturally a collector. I don’t think 

if left (to) my own devices, I would be collecting something….I mean it’s a really all 

consuming, obsession kind of thing and I don’t think I’m an obsessive kind of person.  I 

don’t think I have the obsessiveness to be a collector.  I don’t have the attention span to 

be a really serious collector.”  At the time of our interview, Brooke was still in the 
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transition period of building her role as a dealer with an audience that knew her primarily 

as a collector.  “On a good day, I feel like I have all of the pieces.  I have a triad.  I have 

the collector understanding of what collecting is because I’ve also been doing that and I 

have an understanding that I’m a business person - I’m a dealer, and then also a 

“scholar”….researcher, writer, scholar in the loosest term. I kind of do all these things 

which is what I really like about being in this business because I get to do them all, but on 

a bad day I think that I do them all, but I don‘t do any of them totally….Being young 

doesn’t always work to my advantage...and I’m not actually that young anymore, but I 

sound older on the phone and my name is kind of old so sometimes people will show up 

and it’s like, ‘Oh, you’re a kid.’ And I try really hard not to kind of bristle about that.  

Looking young and being female you have to sort of earn your respect and if I were a 

guy, I wonder sometimes, sort of second generation in the rug world, if I might feel a 

little less like I have to prove myself.”  She initially located her by appointment only 

business in New York City, but in 1998 moved upstate.  Her “triad” of experience 

between collecting, business/dealing, and scholarship allowed her to operate within each 

realm but also to negotiate between the often antithetical and mostly mutually exclusive 

arenas of economic capital (dealing) and intellectual capital (scholarship and collecting).  

When I asked how writing and talks to various rug societies and clubs had been part of 

this process of proving herself, she responded: “Starting to go to the rug club things on 

my own in New York, which I really hadn’t done…and that was interesting because there 

were people like the head of the New York Rug Society and  a lot of these people I knew, 

but literally I mean from when I was seven or eight years old.…I don’t know if it was 

meaningful to the people watching the lecture.  For me, I felt more like I’d gotten up 
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there and made my statement and it was obvious that I knew what I was talking about.”  

 She was featured in a half-page of the To The Trade section of Architectural 

Forum (1996:180): “Instead of sending his daughter to summer camp in 1971, Russell 

Pickering took her to Tangier on a buying expedition. ‘We went on a lot of family trips to 

Morocco in the 70’s,’ says Brooke Pickering.  ‘I fell in love with the weavings.’ Brooke 

became a collector and a dealer, selling Moroccan tribal rugs, blankets, shawls and 

saddlebags out of her New York loft.  She’s also sold a number of pieces to the Frank 

Lloyd Wright Foundation for display at Fallingwater-most of the rugs put in the house in 

the 1950’s were Moroccan.  Brooke has developed a network of dealers in Marrakesh, 

but sometimes she goes to the Atlas Mountains herself and knocks on the doors of people 

she has heard might have some weavings for sale.”  

 Her shift to dealing in Moroccan rugs meant shifting her many long-term 

relationships with the rug dealers in the Moroccan souks from that of daughter/collector 

to business person. “…it was weird because then I went over on the next trip and all of a 

sudden I said to these dealer guys, ‘I want to start buying to sell as a dealer.’ …totally 

threw them.  They took me seriously, but I think they were all kind of thinking this is 

really weird.  I’d been just kind of tagging along and all of a sudden there I was saying, 

ok, I want to be a dealer.  It was a really big deal to make that change and it took awhile 

for everybody to be comfortable with it.”   

DEALER COLLECTING/BUYING CRITERIA 
 In each interview, I asked the dealers/collector dealers to tell me about the criteria 

they used in selecting pieces for acquisition and to rank those criteria.  Each had a ready 
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answer, and yet most also differentiated the criteria used for themselves from the criteria 

they used for their business or various categories of buyers.  In the “Collector’s Forward” 

to the volume on his collection, Hersberger described his appreciation of these carpets 

from the perspective of his design and aesthetics training, adopting a “selection criteria 

based on colour and design composition as a benchmark.” (Stanzer, 1991:6). “Fineness of 

weave or good condition are not as important to me as originality and powerful drawing, 

palette and structure.  Whether the dyes are natural or chemical is of secondary 

importance…” In this, you see a distinction from the American dealers who generally 

dismissed rugs and textiles with chemical dyes as not collection worthy.   

 T.R. articulated a much more specific set of criteria although it too was anchored 

in a design and aesthetic rationale.  His criteria for excellence was the category of rugs he 

described as “pure folk art; crazy rugs” versus those with formal pattern and design 

arrangements.  It was not color and condition, but what T.R. called the “more authentic“ 

aspects, the technical skill and fineness of weaving that made a rug worth acquiring. He 

applied a ranking that began with 1) age/date and tightness of weave, followed by 2) 

design (vs. color and size), and 3) materials - 100% wool, no cotton warps, silk. “All 

these years, I bought my own taste. It had nothing to do with what I thought would sell.  I 

thought I could promote my own taste.”  And although he maintained that he sold his 

own taste, his discourse revealed a sliding scale of acquisition decisions that weighed 

both availability and opportunity.  

 “At this point I got involved in the handbag business out of the damaged rugs and 

I tracked down all the runners who were doing the markets and I had gone to Khemmisset 

many times and I found them then. At that point I used to finance them or I’d watch the 
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rugs come in on the busses because we lived in the CTM hotel across the street from the 

bus station and they came in and we would just stand there and catch these guys and we’d 

get them to unload them and we stopped the supply of the rugs going into the markets.  

WE bought them prior to the auctions.”  T.R.’s aesthetic or excellence criteria did not 

shape the purchase of these rugs.  He not only “bought what they had,” but he also 

specifically bought for the tastes of the U.S. regional market. 

 “In the 80’s, the Americans were obsessed with the kilim market.  They went 

from pile rugs in the 70’s which everyone collected and then all through the 80’s and into 

the 90’s the kilim market was incredible in America.  And so the Europeans weren’t as 

interested in flat woven rugs ever as they were in pile rugs so the Americans, bought all 

the kilims.  Loose woven pieces wouldn’t have sold here and a lot of the areas that we 

sold Moroccan rugs were rather warm. You couldn’t sell thick big heavy rugs out here 

because it’s just too HOT. You couldn’t sell a big, loose woven red Zaiane in Texas. 

Cause it’s just too hot and humid, but you could sell a flat woven rug with more sedate 

colors….  So the Europeans, because it’s so cold there bought a great deal of the 

Rehamnas and pile rugs. And they weren’t interested especially interested in the 

Zemmour flat weaves at all and the Americans (dealers) became obsessed with looking 

for those And the Beni Ouarains. And that’s why I got so involved in buying up all the 

Chinanis and Bou Sbaa’s from around Chichaoua because the striped pieces fit the décor 

of the homes in the Southwest.  We were selling these from Dallas to Los Angeles in a 

part of the country which was booming, of people migrating to this area, all needing 

things and their other more formal carpets did not work in these areas. The taste has 

changed a great deal now.  There’s very little interest in the Zemmours.  I don’t sell them 
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here any longer.  I used to sell them all the time.  Now nobody is interested because red’s 

not a hot color anymore. People would love the Boujads but they’re all gone, because it’s 

the folk art stuff that’s much more popular.” 

 This malleability in the discourse of aesthetics vs. commerce allowed T.R. to 

navigate criticism from collectors in the late 1980’s when he had rugs cut up to cover 

trunks for the home furnishings market and for handbags and belts in the ready to wear 

market. The concern expressed by collectors was that this short-lived fashion was 

destroying significant numbers of the historic textiles made for personal use in Morocco, 

before a comprehensive understanding of weaving areas, techniques and styles had been 

studied and recorded.  The cutting up of rugs and textiles made for home and family use 

as opposed to purchasing new textiles that were made for the commercial and textile 

market for that purpose, e.g. those not categorized as ever having the possibility of 

aesthetic excellence or merit, was not acknowledged by T.R. as a contradiction in his 

discourse. Any contradiction he felt was elided in his stance that although he agreed they 

cut up a lot of rugs, he asserted that by that point they had seen so much that they knew 

what they were cutting.  “I’m not interested in upholstered furniture out of rugs.  I should 

have done it because along with Ira I would have made a small fortune on those 

ottomans.   It just wasn’t my taste.  So I didn’t want to do it.  So I have not done 

everything that was trendy there.  And I still just basically buy what I believe in.” 

 The newest addition to the collector/dealer cast was a young Austrian who was 

affiliated with a gallery as their agent/resident expert on Moroccan rugs (HALI 

advertisement, 1997(90):36).  He had established himself as an independent dealer 

recently as well. Gebhart Blazek characterized himself as a “collector/documenter,” 
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having completed in depth research with the Beni Jelidassen of the Middle Atlas.  He had 

presented papers at the rug conferences and published this work, and in our interview 

defined his perspective on collecting as an endeavor in “breaking new ground.” The 

“documenter” self-designation was linked to his personal philosophy that collecting 

follows only if he has worked in an area and has a significant picture of the weaving 

culture in that geographic region.  This was an indirect commentary on the author of the 

Hersberger collection volume, who had been criticized as providing a shallow survey 

rather than an in-depth study.  But it was also in contradiction to the role he had as an 

agent for the gallery which carried the by-line: “Tribal Art & rare old Berber Carpets.” 

Blazek asserted that he did not collect just from an ethnographic perspective but at “a 

high level of quality related to artistic expression.”  The collecting criteria he enumerated 

were: 1) artistic quality; 2) representative of the culture, which he defined as having 

features in common with other examples; and, 3) exceptions. He also reflected that for 

him it was hard to be a collector and dealer at the same time.  This proved an interesting 

observation since it was a critique leveled at him by one of the collectors who felt it was 

an opportunistic move that tinged his prior research, acidly noting : If you were studying 

Berber women, he would be a Berber woman.” 

 Alf Taylor’s collecting criteria ranked weaving quality, which he also equated 

with age, first.  “That’s why you find old rugs that are valuable, because they’re just 

made so well.” Visual design appeal rated second, and “primitive vs. formal” 

characteristics, which he defined as “used for survival,” as third.   The geographic or 

weaving group origin attributed to the rug was not a defining factor.  Judi Taylor 

provided a different rank order starting with, “color, color, color and then getting into the 
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weaving.”  Although Alf had interior designers as clients as did the other dealers, he 

described those relationships as an incubator for collectors.  He described a long-time 

interior design client: “She only deals with decorator, quality pieces.  But through her 

clients they will come along and want something…In other words, there’s only a certain 

price rug that decorators can put in people’s houses. But collectors, one thing leads to 

another and a collector, all of a sudden he’ll be asking you if you have any very fine 

pieces and not looking for something that goes with his sofa and you know there’s a big 

difference…. One thing led to another. They all started with that…. And then you have 

people who come in, buy a group of collector pieces for their home and they just use as 

décor.  People who don’t say wow I know weaving technique and I know this, it’s just - 

they just get caught up in the aesthetics of it.” 

 His acquisition strategy was open to the new directions and contemporary 

production in Moroccan weaving, recognizing that these had a place and an audience that 

was not necessarily the collector interested in the oldest pieces.  His inventory included 

rugs that incorporated designs influenced by urban life - woven images of lamps, 

airplanes, and cars; commemorations of historic events such as the Green March; and 

Arabic script.  He also sold pieces produced for the export market: weavings known as 

Oued Zem’s that were brightly colored with whimsical human and animal figures and 

weavings derivative of traditional styles but in non-traditional fibers. “I tell everybody 

point blank: I’ve only got a couple of rugs in here with rayon in them. It’s a great wall 

piece or a good piece to put over a bed, but if you put it anywhere where water spills on 

this much of  it, you have a big blue spot that you can’t …you’ll have this color - this 

purple and blue. For a primitive piece or tribal pieces, that’s by far the biggest thing that 
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they’re exporting because they, the rayon is so easy to get tons of it.  You know, that’s an 

awful lot of weaving.  I’ll tell people that this rug has a certain amount of value.  It’s 

going to be around a long time.  Just buy it for the weaving that it is and take a chance. 

But someone who put that on a wall somewhere, it’d be fine forever, it’s an incredible 

weaving for that.”  “Yeah, we have about a 1000 rugs in the shop from different places 

…half of them are probably Moroccan and I never show these back here (the oldest 

Moroccan pieces)  hardly because you can’t show collector pieces to everybody because 

they will turn people off to the more affordable pieces and only a certain amount of 

people can afford them.” 

  Brooke Pickering described the collecting criteria used in building the Pickering-

Yohe collection as “the most important thing was the color and design…Age was never, 

was never an issue….part of the reason is it never occurred to us is that we never knew 

how old anything was anyway.”  After years of accompanying her father and Ralph Yohe 

to the markets for collection acquisitions, Brooke trusted her judgment.  “I’m totally 

confident, yeah.  I have no, absolutely no sense of insecurity about whether I think 

something’s a really great piece or not, and this is completely something that is just from 

seeing the things over and over and over again. All that looking I’ve done all my life, and 

I may not be able to date something perfectly, and I may not know every sub-tribe of a 

sub-tribe, but I know its good…and that’s really helped me in this business.” 

 Part of her shift was learning how to buy for the interior design/furnishings 

market: “Things have to be clean. They have to be in good condition.  They can’t have 

stains on them….and that’s a challenge with the Moroccan stuff.  And that’s been a real 

hard thing in buying.  I’ve learned the hard way, looking at things in dark stores and not 
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really paying attention to stains and stuff or repairs that have to get done once I get things 

here, and it costs a fortune here. They’ve learn to point things out to me. They’ve learned 

that I’m going to see it eventually so they might as well.  They‘ve seen me reject things 

and I tell them; I say, ‘I can‘t. It‘s a beautiful piece.   I can‘t buy it because I‘m never 

going to get that stain out.” In Marrakech in 1995, I accompanied her to the same dealer’s 

twice, to look at the carpets in both morning and afternoon light.  She made selections 

according to size (rejecting carpets that were too big), whether the carpet laid flat, 

whether the edges and end braids were in good shape or needed only minor repair, 

whether the colors had run or the carpet was stained, and then finally, according to her 

personal aesthetic sense.  “A designer buying a rug to complete a room, or even to make 

a statement in a room is so, is really far from a collector buying a textile to add to a 

collection of textiles.  It’s just a totally different beast and a completely different way of 

buying. The two places I’ve sold a lot in the South - one is Columbia, S.C…..and New 

Orleans.  And there’s a huge difference between those two.  New Orleans, everything has 

to be pale. Everything has to be washed out, like sun faded.  I mean they don’t care why, 

but they don’t want anything strong.  Maybe it’s a hot weather thing, I don’t know.  So 

they like everything pale yellow or washed out or beige and they don’t mind if it looks 

old because they want it to kind of look like it was in their grandmother’s attic.  In 

Columbia, they like dark red.  In general, orange is something most people don’t like, 

although that is changing in New York because orange is in fashion and so hot colors are 

kind of coming back, oranges and reds.” 
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VALUE AND SHAPING THE MARKET 
 The dealers in this study had little direct interaction with Moroccan weavers.  In 

the case of Richard Hersberger, it was his author, Wilfried Stanzer who went into the 

communities in order to record information for the catalog text.  Blazek had conducted 

field work in the Middle Atlas, but at the time of our interview he had not worked to 

shape their weaving efforts or their use of materials, although there were ongoing 

discussions regarding the need to encourage the weavers to return to older designs, higher 

quality wool, silk fibers and the use of only native/natural dyes.  By the fall of 1996, 

Stanzer was engaged in a project that harvested native dye plants in order to re-introduce 

and reinstate the native dying processes for weavers. This had all the potential of a 

different kind of irreversible impact as the project harvested from existing plant 

communities without addressing sustainability of the plant resources. As noted above, Alf 

Taylor had taken silks naturally dyed in the U.S. to Moroccan weavers south of Rabat. 

The finished weavings were in non-traditional color palates, and when I asked whether 

they had been asked to weave in those color combinations, I was told that the weavers 

said “the marriage of the colors is up to the weaver.” As poetic as that might sound, the 

reality was that a range of silk colors was pre-selected and transported to the weavers. 

Additionally, one of Alf’s staff described grouping the silk colors ahead of time 

according to the colors traditionally used in different weaving regions, but by the time 

they got to the weavers, the silk skeins were all jumbled back together.   

 There was little discussion of the direct or indirect influences on the weavers by 

the Western market created or enhanced by the dealers.  When Hersberger asserted that 

his acquisitions were only the rugs made for home use rather than those made for the 
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market, the major U.S. collector challenged this assumption, proposing that a weaver who 

found success in selling a particular weaving style would be motivated to produce 

another example of the same thing. Hersberger was unswayed.  His assessment was that 

any weaving made for the market would be aesthetically inferior, and therefore would not 

be a rug he would select.  Interestingly however, he did not have individual relationships 

with weavers that would serve to support and promote this individuality in weaving 

expression, but rather he worked predominately through the dealers in the souks.  When I 

asked T.R. whether weavers were asked to weave certain patterns or styles based on what 

was selling in the market, he replied: “It happened and it’s still happening and maybe it’s 

gotten worse.  It started years ago with those Oued Zems that they make.  The 

government got a little bit involved in a coop there and …what happened, they sold all 

their best pieces and they didn’t have anything left to copy - which was the sad part.  In 

Turkey and other areas they have a lot to copy, and they just reproduce thousands of 

them, and they all look alike.  And they’re fabulous weavers, and the government’s 

involved in it.  And the government of Morocco, as much as they say they’re involved in 

the weaving business, they’re not I don’t believe at all.  They’ve done a very poor job of 

it. There’s very little control.  If they can save a penny on each rug - to use a crummy dye 

or to put ski rope in them which is like nylon, just like ski rope, and they’ll tell people it’s 

sabra - that it’s silk.  They will do it.  And I went to Oued Zem, and I saw this and to me 

it was sad, because they took some of the worst designs and what they became very good 

at was making bedspreads.  Had nothing to do with weaving rugs, and I don’t think they 

will ever be considered a rug producing area.  The people that wove the best carpets are 

dead. And that’s just reality there.  There is no one interested in doing this.”  
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“THERE ARE NO MORE OLD GOOD PIECES” (T.R.) 
 This trope, which ran through every dealer and collector interview, linked the 

discourse on authenticity (although that phrase was rarely used) with the individual 

expression of ways they had singly and collectively changed the market.  Their individual 

effects on the market ranged from NOT supporting some practices, like artificial aging of 

carpets, to setting trends by focusing acquisitions on a few weaving areas, to the buying 

activity their research generated from both dealers and collectors.   

 During an early 1970’s Persian turquoise buying venture in Iran, T.R. witnessed 

all the techniques of artificially aging Persian carpets to appeal to the American markets. 

“I knew I was already too late there, because the rugs were already being faked. So what 

always interests me were rugs that weren’t American sizes, because I knew the size of 

their homes.  Their homes in that part of the world were usually very long and 

narrow…..whereas in America, the 9x12’s, the 10x14’s, the 8x10’s, these were all 

American sizes, had nothing to do with their art form, had everything to do with an 

export item.  And I had no interest in that because I did not see them as a primitive art 

form; that were not made basically for export.”  He also described the artificial aging of 

carpets in Morocco where wet rugs were spread on stakes over pots of smoking sulfur.  

“So, we have sulfuric acid which takes a red rug and turns it the color of root beer, and 

we call them the steamer rugs. And I refused in the 20 years of doing this to ever buy 

anything from those people. And they steamed a lot of them to antique them.”   

 Both T.R. and Blazek described themselves as the reason some rugs were no 

longer available. According to Blazek, as a result of his work and promotion of the Beni 

Ouarain confederation weavings, all the “Beni Jelidassen weavings are now cleaned out.” 
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As an attendee at the MAROC 95 conference in Marrakech, I was told that many rug 

areas featured in the Hersberger collection catalog had been emptied of carpets by the 

Marrakech rug dealers who were increasing rug inventory in the styles that appealed to 

the European attendees in anticipation of increased sales. T.R. described both specific 

and general examples of his personal impact. “They ran out of Chichaouas in about four 

years when I was there.  I bought every Bou S’baa they ever brought in because every 

thing that looked American Indian I bought it.”  “Part of the story just recently on one of 

my last trips there, there was a very old man, late at night in the market that started 

shaking his finger and yelling at me. And he stood there and shook his finger and yelled 

at me for awhile.  And we called the old man over and we asked him what his problem 

was and I recognized him from many years ago - bought a lot of stuff from him and he 

came and he said, ‘I hold you totally responsible that we have nothing left to sell.’  And I 

said, ‘Haj, had I not paid you?’ And he said, ‘Yes, you were very clever. Everyone likes 

you because you always paid us all the money right on the spot, but we have nothing left 

to sell.’  But that’s what happened. The people ended up with nothing to sell, because 

they sold it all.” 

 “And there’s always one thing to remember, why there was an influx, a great 

influx of rugs is that in the 80’s - that thru the 70’s Morocco experienced an incredible 

drought. And because of this drought there was no weaving going on … so the people 

kept the old rugs…  So, starting in the 80’s with now a great deal of rainfall, the people 

started weaving rugs like crazy.  And they started selling off all the old, dirty ones. And it 

went on for a period of about 6 six years. And that was the window. And then in the early 

80’s, up into the middle part and a little bit further into the 80’s is when I started the bag 
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business.  And at one point, the handbags and the luggage was still very, very popular 

here in American, there was no more weavings to buy.  They were all gone.” T.R. 

distinguished between the occasional old pieces that may still surface and the overall 

quality rugs in the souk: “Morocco is only the size of California, so…and not all the areas 

were rug producing, so as the prices go up, always things come out. On any given day, 

there is a fairly good piece that maybe will come up for sale.  But the market as we know 

it is dead and what you see now is just ‘old clothes.’” 

COLLECTOR BUYING CRITERIA/RELATIONSHIPS WITH COLLECTORS 
 “…to collect something, I’m a firm believer all the collectibles are already in 
 America.  If you want to start collecting Moroccan rugs, deal with a few people in 
 this country that already have them.  You’re not going to find them there.” (T.R.) 
 
 Alf characterized two types of people who came into his shop/gallery: 1) those 

that were looking for floor coverings, and 2) those that wanted nice textiles around them.  

“Everybody who collects textiles calls them textiles, so if they use that word, there’s a 

chance they collect them.”  People who are looking for a rug that fits into their décor, 

select according to color, whereas collectors or incipient collectors are more likely to say 

“We like nice textiles.  Show us what we can fit into our lives.”  “I have a woman named 

AL in Lexington KY.  She’s a delight. She only buys our nicest old things and she buys 

one every time she comes to town. First time we met her, she came into our shop and she 

said, ‘Quick, show me something pretty before my husband gets off the airplane,’ and she 

bought three or four nice pieces.  Two months later, she came in and she said, ‘Quick, 

show me something before my husband gets out of the hot tub.’ Like that, bought some 

more things, and then one day she came by and just said, ‘I came by to give you guys a 
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hug because I don’t need any rugs right now. I’m on my way to the airport.’  Before I 

know it, her coat’s off, and she’s picked out something nice again.  She doesn’t care if 

she has a place for them. She collects them not for financial reasons, she collects them to 

surround herself with the beauty of the old textiles.”    

“If You Don’t Know Jewels, Know Your Jeweler” (A.T.)  
 This expression is Alf’s response when asked how he knows about Morocco and 

the Moroccan weavings.  In particular, he used it when the buyer’s questions had to do 

with truth: the veracity of the age, weaving area, fibers, dyes and value described for the 

piece(s) they were examining.  This issue of trust is threaded through many discussions 

with both dealers and collectors. Both Alf and T.R. included observations regarding “rug 

merchants” as a stereotyped category in public perception. And while they distinguished 

themselves, and generally the rug dealers they worked with directly in Morocco from this 

broader category, they applied the tropes they disdained to the general body of Moroccan 

rug merchants, and sometimes to each other.   

 T.R.: “I allow people to sit and learn about the rugs through my store and I would 

educate them. And the last person that I helped a great deal that was from Santa Fe, 

didn’t tell me she was going to Morocco, and then she came back a few weeks later and 

asked me to see the rugs that she had purchased. So I said come around lunchtime and 

went out and opened the trunk of her car.  I took a quick peek and then closed the trunk 

of her car.  And she said, ‘Don’t you want to see them?’ and I said no.  And she said, 

‘Why?’ And I said, ‘Because what you bought are like new Oued Zems that have just 

been treated, that’ve been sulfurized and were made yesterday.’  And she said, ‘This isn’t 

silk?’ I said, ‘No, this is nylon.’  And she said, ’These aren’t a hundred years old?’ And I 
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said, ‘No, they were probably made last month. And you bought things that I didn’t even 

cut up.’ She said, ‘I spent $800 dollars apiece for these pieces, and I would like to return 

them’ and that’s when I said there’s no returns or no refunds even on your VISA in that 

part of the world. I’ve never seen that lady again. I believe she still holds me responsible 

for buying junky rugs in Morocco because she probably thinks I’m just like those 

people.”  

 “The longer I stayed with this, the more believable I would become. And people 

had to believe in what I was telling them. If not, I couldn’t help them…The fascination 

(for collectors) is always to see something they haven’t seen or thought of and at that 

point, now they want to obtain it.  And we’re talking things at the $1000 level and up.  

And they have to believe the basic dealer, what the dealer is telling them.  And usually 

these are customers that have started by buying very small little things.  Every time they 

come back, they buy a little bit more. That’s a long term relationship, and they feel 

comfortable.  For somebody to just walk in the door here and to buy a $5000 piece 

NEVER happens. Because collectors are all gonna want to research it. We sell them the 

books first.  I say come back, and ask a few intelligent questions and maybe I can help 

you, and go look at them (the textiles).  Go touch them and feel them….And they will 

say, we went there and we never saw anything like this.  And I say of course not.  Why 

do you think you could go there one time, get off a bus, and find a treasure?  It’s 

impossible.”  T.R.’s view was that Americans trust Americans selling foreign goods more 

than they trust foreigners with goods from their own country, and yet he indicted all rug 

merchants:  “You have to start with ZERO there to get an idea of what the things were 

because to go in with money, they don’t care. When the Moroccans find out you will pay 
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so much for one rug, all the rugs are that price. They’re never any cheaper. Ever. If they 

know you paid $500, all the rugs are $500 the rest of your life. They were never $250, 

when maybe they were $100, because they find your ceiling price and they show you 

those rugs at the same price for the rest of your life…It’s a terrible business. And my 

other quote, and I say this all the time: ‘Religious people are not in the rug business.’ 

EVER.  Because buying at 80 and selling at 800 is not a religious thing to do.  You are 

screwing people.  So I always say religious people are not in this business. And so who 

are you dealing with when you go to buy a carpet?  Who do you get?  They’re all like 

this.”  In this context, the location of his narrative of identity shifted to that of a man’s 

whose business was importing, not as someone whose core business began in selling rugs 

and textiles. 

 T.R. asserted that most people buy the stories, not according to criteria such as 

tightness of weave or natural dyes. “It’s not about the woman weaving at the loom.  They 

won’t even believe the pictures.” It’s about the dealer’s experiences - when and how the 

piece was acquired.  Alf promoted himself and an aura of exploration and adventure 

through his stories. “We went over this little road, this little road…just a path that kept 

going forever and came to this little village. They got the caid of the village who came 

and wanted to know what we were interested in and he took us to his house, and brought 

us in some food and sat around and ate a little food and then he got up.  He never said 

much, and he got up and walked to the other side of the room and sat there by himself; 

and they said now you should go talk to him, so I took my interpreter and went over to 

talk to him for a little bit about what we were doing; and we were taking pictures of the 

weavers and I had a picture of my tent, and I put it on his lap like this and I saw him 
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looking and I pulled these $8 reading glasses out and put them on (him)…and he lost all 

of his reserve.  He went GASP. And I realized here’s a man who has never had any 

glasses.  And he looked and he looked, and he just couldn’t believe he could really see 

with these little $8 glasses.  So when it was time he took them off, and I just took them 

and put them in his pocket. Well, immediately, he just grabbed us by the hand and took 

us all over the village and met people and talked to the weavers, and I’ve got pictures of 

him.  He’s WAY back there. He’s not like going to Ouarzazate or one of those highway 

towns.  This town, little village had no electricity or anything like that.  I realize that here 

is a guy, we take it so much for granted that we’re between pairs of glasses, that he had 

never had a pair of glasses.  Plus he gave me a really beautiful rug his wife made.”   

 Brooke, who had accompanied her father in the medinas since she was eight years 

old, acknowledged her ambivalence about the role stories played in the dealer/buyer 

relationship: “You know what, I don’t believe anything I hear. So basically, it doesn’t 

mean very much to me when a dealer says to me, ‘Oh, I think this was made by a woman 

in such and such a place’ because it’s, most of it I think is not true.  So I don’t listen that 

much to the dealers…I don’t need to hear those stories because I’ve heard too many 

stories that are so obviously b.s. that I almost don’t listen.  And also after a certain point 

when dealers work with you enough and they think you know something, they don’t 

bother to try anymore. What happens to me every now and then is people will call me up 

and say ‘I bought a rug in Morocco.  It’s a wedding rug, and it was made for this that and 

the other thing’ and they’ll say ‘And there’s this wonderful story that goes with it, and the 

camel means this.’ And it’s kind of depressing, you know.  And then they show up with 

some brand new white Zaiane which has turtles all over it …there’s too, too many lies to 
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sift through. … I would not depend on dealers in the market in a million years for stories 

about rugs. I just had this situation with my accountant…he called me up right before he 

was leaving and he said ‘I’m going to Morocco.  Give me a couple of hotel ideas’ or 

whatever…we didn’t talk about buying rugs. Next thing I know, I get a call from him 

from B’s store saying, on my answering machine: ‘I want to talk to you.  I’m in the store 

with B. and I wanted to get your opinion on something.’ But luckily I wasn’t home. But 

when he got back from Morocco, he called and ended up buying the pieces, but he was 

still thinking about it because he knew B. was coming (to the U.S.). And he said to me, 

‘Is he an honest guy?’ and I had to say, ‘I don’t know the answer to that question. I do 

business with him.  I would trust him to help me if I needed help…I can’t tell you that 

everything he has told you about those rugs is absolutely true.’  But whether in a general 

sense is he an honest person, yes.” 

 Establishing trust between buyer and dealer was made unexpectedly easier from 

Brooke’s perspective as a woman dealer: “I find in general, being a woman is not at all a 

bad thing.  Sometimes it’s a good thing; partially because rug dealers have a bad, kind of 

a bad name.  And the normal person associates rug dealers with weird Persian guys on 

28th and Madison. I think that people sometimes think women are going to be more 

honest.  I don’t know why.  I don’t think they are necessarily, but women make people 

comfortable I think in sales situations, especially when it comes to rugs which are so 

associated with men, so in some ways, it’s kind of an attribute…If you think ‘rug dealer,’ 

quick, what do you think?  You don’t think of a woman.  You think of a guy and you 

might think of a guy who’s kind of overly aggressive and kind of slimy and so that works 

to my advantage.” 
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“It’s Not the Money, It’s the Aesthetics” - Variable Values 
 This comment was made by a Chicago woman, a member of the organizing 

committee for the 1997 Chicago-Casablanca Sister Cities event, to Alf while he showed 

her carpets for potential purchase. When she finally decided on a piece, she nevertheless 

asked him if he could lower the price, vindicating his assertion that price always matters. 

This presumption that commerce sullied the aesthetic impulse and tarnished what would 

otherwise be a pure act of acquiring art or material culture was encountered frequently by 

the dealers and evinced strong reactions, since most of them cited aesthetic value as their 

primary criteria for acquisitions. T.R. asserted that: “Collectors are as greedy as the 

dealers when they hear the price points on some of the good quality and they buy more 

than they can afford.” In the end, the carpet in question above was returned, as Alf 

expected it would be, predicting that it was more carpet than the buyer could afford. 

 T.R. also believed that few people acquired textiles from Morocco or anywhere 

else because they were making individual aesthetic judgments.  “It’s still pure size and 

color, size and color that makes up the majority of the rug market.”  In Santa Fe, the 

women want something “funky;” the men want something new.  Judi Taylor’s 

observation from Aspen was that the women go for the finest pieces but always with 

respect to color, whereas the men go for any color with pattern, boldness of design, and a 

lower price.  “Most people are sheep and they just follow the leaders…Because a lot of 

collectors are not buying for pure passion, they‘re buying for investment. And they all are 

buying American Indian because you keep ‘em for three or four years, maybe you double 

your money.  They’re not buying from the heart; they‘re buying from the checkbook. It’s 

all on the resale value and that’s what’s hurt the Moroccan rug business.”  When I asked 
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Brooke about the effect of all the increased activity - books, exhibitions, conferences - 

related to Moroccan weavings, she replied: “You know the collectors have not been 

coming.  I mean since I started, collectors rarely come to see me.  They buy the book.  

They’re interested.  They know where Morocco is now.  They know all about it, but 

they’re not coming to buy.  They’re not calling me up and saying ’I’d really like to add a 

Moroccan piece.  I’d like a good Moroccan flat weave.  Can I see what you have?’ 

They’re not doing it.  I think awareness is way up and interest is not.”  

 Despite his comments above, T.R. had not given up on the potential for collectors 

who were not part of the herd.  “Now the next grouping (of textiles) which we don’t show 

can go from $6,000 to $20,000 and there is a marketplace for those, but you might sit at a 

few shows and not sell anything. And then you might have one person that’s an attorney 

or a computer person who just made a great deal of money, and they’re the frontrunners, 

and they want to collect things that no one else has.  Which would be the Moroccan 

textiles, and when they run into you they become excited.”  

SUMMARY 
 The dealers and dealer-collector narratives presented here trace the ways in which 

they have positioned themselves in relation to each other and in relation to the collecting 

and interior design fields as they have worked to create value for Moroccan carpets and 

weavings within the western market at the end of the 20th century.  In this process, each 

staked out different ground as a claim to uniqueness and distinction within the arena of 

rug-dealers.  Each narrativized a distinctive identity as part of this project - whether as the 

current generation in a multi-generational interior design firm; as having a personal 
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affinity for the magic in the material; a commitment to maintain friendships and business 

practices in Morocco; the first who began to build the market in the U.S.; the one who 

was trying to break new ground; or, as a second generation collector who had first-hand 

knowledge of the Oriental rug collecting milieu. Their narratives provide a personalized 

“back story” that is adhered to the complex construction of value created for the 

weavings and textiles. Their roles in the physical movement of Moroccan carpets and 

flatweaves to the Western market and the symbolic revaluing that occurs within the new 

context of gallery, home and museum can be situated within the larger context of 

primitive art in the Western marketplace and the ways in which fashion and taste are 

shaped. The judgments of aesthetic quality as a product of specific time and place (Price, 

1989:16) and the particular sites and timeframes where commodities enter a fashion 

trajectory are determined not only by “those doing the talking” as in the tournaments of 

value examined in the preceding chapter, but by the dealers and dealer-collectors 

influencing popular and collecting taste in the broader marketplace of primitive and tribal 

art.   
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Chapter IV 

The Rug Collectors: Journeys of Personal Discovery  

 Discourses of collecting are the third arena where the creation and negotiation of 

value for Moroccan carpets and flatweaves is accomplished through the connection of 

practice – in this case collecting and related activities – with the ways of talking about 

that practice. In the previous two chapters, the arenas of specialized rug conferences (as 

tournaments of value) and the business of dealers and galleries form two distinct sites for 

the consumption of objects and information about Moroccan weavings that redirected the 

trajectory of value for this category of material culture in the late 20th century.  In the 

arena of conferences, the consumption of specialized information and narrative worked to 

create desire for a new category in the luxury marketplace of antique rugs and carpets. In 

the dealers’ galleries and marketplaces of the exotic, the alignment of narratives of 

identity and the creation of desire were strategically apportioned to museum, interior 

design or collecting forms of consumption.  Collecting has been characterized as the most 

abstract form of all consumption in that it erases labor and use value in the collector’s act 

of “finding” the collection piece (Stewart, 1984: 164-165). The labor or work of 

collecting replaces the narrative of how the object was produced. The “…unique or very 

rare, must be hunted down, brought out of hiding, won away from other collectors” 

(McCracken, 1990:113).  This erasure of production and use value leaves a space for the 

collector to create new value, symbolically and literally for both object and self.  This 

chapter traces how the collecting discourses of the primary private collectors of 

Moroccan carpets and weavings create new value for self in narratives of personal 
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discovery and new value for the weavings in positioning them as aesthetic objects within 

the field of Oriental rug and carpet collecting. It explores how the collecting criteria of 

aesthetic experience and affect for Moroccan weavings allows the shaping of judgment 

and taste in rug connoisseurship, and it further assesses the politics of distinction which 

accrue to the collectors from the repositioning of this class of commodities. 

 There is a 1999 novel by Nick Bantock entitled The Museum at Purgatory.  The 

story centers on the Curator of the Museum whose job is to guide the progress of 

collectors on their post-mortal journey through Purgatory to one of either the Utopias 

(Eden, Shangri-la, Avalon, Nirvana, etc.) or the Dystopias (Inferno, Styx, Mordor, 

Pandemonium, etc.).  “One of my chief responsibilities was to give ear to the stories told 

by the contributors, and assist them in understanding the relationship between their 

collections and their past lives…The connection, as I learned by degrees, between a 

person’s collection and their life’s actions was inexorable.” (Bantock, 1999:106). Among 

the collectors and collections over which he presided was one of magic carpets.  

“Contrary to popular myth, magic carpets do not fly, they are looked into…a magic 

carpet’s iris hold a series of sequential events locked within the warp and weft for as long 

as the threads survive.  These contained pictures are not there at first sight; it takes skill, 

practice, and a cipher, to slide through patterns and travel to the carpet’s memory. 

(Bantock, 1999:14).          

 In this novel, the author takes collectors and their collections as a narrative frame 

for the human fears of loss, the passage of time, of encounter and dependency, of 

competitiveness and celebrity and the compulsions of research and making art.  The 

“magic carpet” is a particularly elastic metaphor, pointing to the broader cultural and 
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historical narratives of Orientalism as well as the potential for individual narratives of 

adventure, nostalgia, desire and beauty.  They physical attributes of carpets – the 

interlacing of warp and weft, the creation of pattern through knotted fibers, their function 

as surface coverings, whether floor, table, bed or banquet, and their durability – all work 

to sustain the resilience of the image.  As a category of collected objects, carpets perhaps 

more vividly than any other category are assigned the embodiment of personal narratives 

transformed into property (Stewart, 1984:vii) and as holding the narratives of personal 

history revealed in the act of collecting.  It is the device of a collector’s personal journey 

of discovery accomplished through their collection that resonates with ways in which 

those who collect Moroccan carpets and textiles and those who also collect “oriental” 

rugs, carpets and textiles more generally, talk and write about their collecting activity.  In 

contrast to the dealers’ discourses examined in the preceding chapter which focus on 

issues of connoisseurship and value in the marketplace, the language of “magic carpets” 

rarely creeps into the narratives of the collectors. However when it does, it often serves to 

contrast two different collecting styles: the emotional/intuitive and the rational/analytical.  

Although these two realms are predicated on seemingly opposed paradigms of value, 

both serve to create a viable and contained narrative for the traffic in Moroccan carpets – 

the first invoking the language of discovery and desire; the second, indexing the 

metaphor of established authority.  A gallery poster for an exhibition of Moroccan rugs in 

Graz tapped into this dichotomy: “Find reality in the carpets that lie flat rather than the 

flying carpets of fantasy.”  The effectiveness of this marketing was the implicit message 

that the gallery would provide the potential buyer with expertise and knowledge while 

providing an experience that invoked the romantic tropes of carpets and magic. The 
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carpet and rug collectors in this study frequently articulated literal or metaphorical views 

that mirror the fictional excerpt above, that there are stories and events “locked” within 

the “carpet’s memory.”  A New England collector described a “great rug” as “…a 

sensuous experience that gets repeated every time you revisit it….a one-of-a-kind 

creation that the weaver poured her soul into.  All those emotions are still right there, 

waiting to share themselves with you whenever you open yourself up to its message.” 

Another stated: “At a deeper level, it is an entire environment, a kindly, orderly enclosure 

where there is depth and richness and a feeling of well-being.  Compare that with the 

Anatolian rug…but here you have areas of wild exuberance that is happy, humorous, 

even slightly crazy. (Hopkins, 1991:26).   As in the literary project cited above, a carpet 

holds whatever meaning its owner needs it to hold. 

 The primary collectors of Moroccan rugs and textiles in the U.S. and Switzerland 

interviewed in this chapter situate their points of reference about collecting within the 

world of Oriental rug and carpet collecting more generally.  Interview material from rug 

and textile collectors who were active in diverse temporal and geographic rug and textile 

collecting areas are also included.  Since the latter group did not always know me as well, 

most were wary until they realized that the interview was not a subterfuge for finding out 

how big their collection was or how much it was worth. All were highly articulate about 

their specific collecting activities and motivations and about collecting in general. Why 

they collect what they collect is an ongoing discussion among them and in the societies, 

exhibits and catalogs of “rugdom.” (Hopkins, 1989:39).  At least two have written about 

the motivations and essential elements of collecting in the carpet and textile field 

(Hopkins, 1989, 1991; WRP, 1988).  My interests were: Did you collect as a child?  How 
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did you start collecting Moroccan carpets (or other area of rug interest)?  What are your 

criteria for acquiring a piece? What are the hallmarks of a collector? What motivates you 

as a collector?  What do you want to happen to your collection eventually? As with the 

dealer and collector-dealer interviews presented in the preceding chapter, the 

interviewees here talked about themselves and their collecting without the prompts of 

formal interview questions.   

ORIGIN NARRATIVES: THE ROLE OF AFFECT 
 The collectors introduced below did not talk about their collecting as a linear 

narrative of beginning, middle and end. They tended to center on their collecting 

motivations and decision making which was likely shaped by a desire to address the 

topics I had described as part of this study.  When we did come to stories about the start 

of their Moroccan carpet collecting, the origin they defined did not focus on the first 

“great object,” but on the emotional and intellectual response evoked in them.  It was not 

the specifics of the history, place, or cost of the object, but the memory of how the thing 

made them feel, how they experienced a shift in self-awareness in that encounter.  This is 

a different element in the relationship of the collector to the collection than that described 

by Benjamin. “The period, the region, the craftsmanship, the former ownership - for a 

true collector the whole background of an item adds up to a magic encyclopedia whose 

quintessence is the fate of his object…As he holds them in his hands, he seems to be 

seeing through them into their distant past as though inspired.” (Benjamin, 1969:60-61).  

In contrast, it is not the fate of the object these collectors describe, but their fate shaped 

by collecting.  They use the language of rebirth, and while Benjamin describes the 
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following umbilical relationship: “…to a true collector the acquisition of an old book is 

its rebirth’(1969:61), here it is not the object that is reborn but the collector.  The 

subsequent acts of collecting each become acts of renewal that support the rebirth. The 

objects do not come alive through the collector, “it is he who lives in them.” (Benjamin, 

1969: 67). 

 Origin narratives from this group of collectors were anchored in specific times 

and places and in the case of the father and daughter, the story had become the stuff of 

family legend.  They both wrote about it and referred to it formally and informally in 

public talks and publications. The family narrative took the metaphorical ties between 

origins and birth and made them explicit, citing the birth of the father as a collector as 

coinciding with the actual birth of the daughter.  With other rug collectors as well, the 

“onset” of collecting often was described as a life-changing experience: “As a 

businessman, I had made the common mistake of making business my only world…Upon 

unfolding the rugs, I was immediately struck by the designs and colors; this is when my 

world began to change….and it was at this point that a new meaning came into my life.  

How wonderful it is to be born twice: to a world of reality, coping with every day’s 

events, and to a past world rich in culture, beauty, and artistic endeavor.” (Roberts, 

1981:4).  This collector was contrasting his contemporary world with an imagined past in 

the carpets, however the symbolic resonance of rebirth resides in the present with his 

individual experience of self discovery.  The analogy of new birth as a collector was but 

one articulation of the ways in which these collectors talked about personal journeys of 

discovery, intellectual growth and idealized self.   
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THE TROPE OF ROMANTIC DISCOVERY 
 “The great collectors I have known collect because they love the material, and 
that’s the great motivation, and I still like the phrase in the introduction to Moroccan 
Carpets ‘Each piece became a triumph of discovery’ … but then I’m a romantic and you 
know all the great collectors I’ve met are romantics. (WRP, 10/30/1996). 
 

“THE DESERT WARRIOR” 
 He looked like a young “007,” in a dark suit, standing at a glass-front book case, 

holding an opened book (on carpets no doubt) half turned to look directly at the camera 

across a living room elongated by Oriental carpets. This was the picture of W. Russell 

Pickering captured and published in a 1968 Fortune Magazine article featuring ten 

businessmen who were building the era’s foremost antique Oriental rug collections in the 

U.S. Almost twenty years later, during the exhibition of Moroccan textiles I curated at 

Texas Memorial Museum, I met the still dashing, self-monikered “Desert Warrior” and 

had the opportunity to work with this premier collector of Moroccan carpets and flat 

weaves.  During the intervening years, Russ had organized a major exhibit on flat weaves 

at the Textile Museum in Washington, D.C. and co-authored the accompanying landmark 

publication. He then shifted his area of interest to Morocco and supported not only a 

major collecting initiative for the Museum, but again, organized a landmark exhibit and 

catalog followed by the construction of a personal collection with his daughter and the 

late Ralph Yohe, another Textile Museum trustee.  This culminated in publishing the 

collection, entitled Moroccan Carpets (Pickering, Pickering, & Yohe, 1994), for which I 

provided the structural and technical weaving analysis (see Appendix A). 

 Russ writes prolifically, creating working catalogs that document his collection, 

conducting and transcribing interviews with other collectors on how they got started and 
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why they collect as they do, preparing talks for rug society meetings, and contributing to 

the rug and carpet literature through no less than a dozen articles and forwards to 

collection catalogs, and four major publications (Fiske, Pickering & Yohe, 1980; 

Landreau and Pickering, 1969; Pickering, 1977, 1988, 1989, 1991, 1992, 1993, 2002; 

Pickering, Pickering & Yohe, 1994). My interviews were set within the context of almost 

ten years of our ongoing discussions regarding museums, collecting and collectors, 

oriental rugs and carpets in general, and Moroccan textiles in particular. 

 “I started buying rug books after we got that rug (a dining room rug), and going 

around to see the rug shops and the auctions…In any event, I bought a lot of books - what 

was available then, and finally after a year bought my first rug (as a collector) and 

essentially attempted to develop a broad based collection.  After six months, I finally 

bought that 18th century Persian garden rug which cost $7,000 in 1966.  I, incidentally, I 

gave it to the Metropolitan Museum two years later, and Harold  reminds me that one like 

it sold for $425,000 last year. At that point, I’d spent a great deal of money, particularly 

for me in those days, and I had met Joe McMullen and had developed a rug club 

affiliation and I realized that I was doing what McMullen and other collectors had done 

in a very pale, amateurish, third-rate way.  At which point, the psychiatrist across the 

street was selling off his rugs, and I went over and bought two flat weaves for $95. And I 

couldn’t find anything in print about them except a couple of pictures of the material Joe 

had in his book.  Anyway, THAT really got me going, and I specialized in flat weaves.  It 

took me two years to buy up the floating supply in the New York dealers.  And then my 

wife said, ‘You’ve got all this stuff piled up in the maid’s room.  Why don’t you figure 

out what the heck you’re doing.’ So she also said, ‘How could you have gone through 
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Princeton for four years and still be so uneducated.’ Anyway, I sat down and wrote 

myself a thesis on flat weaves…Sent one to the Textile Museum, and that’s what led to 

From the Bosporus to Samarkand.” (WRP,11/30/1996).  Russ added an update to that 

original thesis twenty years later, reflecting: “I looked at the book (the advance copy of 

Bosporus to Samarkand) on the plane and after a few minutes, closed the cover.  

Ironically, in that moment of triumph, I knew I had done everything I would do in 

flatweaves.  And it reminded me once again that being there isn’t what it’s all about; 

rather that one of life’s greatest joys comes from the fun, excitement and romance in 

getting there.”(emphasis original) (Pickering,1989).  “Two years later, I got dragged to 

Tangiers for a family holiday, and that’s where I discovered Moroccan weaving.  And it 

was a whole new area that nobody knew anything about, which really gets me up in the 

morning, early.  And that’s how we got going.” 

“Here We Go Again!” (W. Russell Pickering) 
 The shift in focus to Moroccan flat weaves and carpets undertaken by Russ 

followed his personal philosophy of collecting against the grain. “Somebody in the 

Islamic department had been there six months before we went and said there’s nothing 

but new stuff, junk in these shops.  So, I got over there for about a week and wrote some 

postcards saying the same thing, and then we went to Fes and I bought a couple of double 

saddle bags and got to thinking, you know, this stuff looks pretty good here…. In the case 

of focusing on Morocco, we wanted to build a broad based collection of material from 

around the country so that was the overall strategy.  And I think you have to do that (have 

a strategy) in order to continue to expand your whole intellectual process.”  When asked 

why the feeling of “having done it all” did not return after either the Far West publication 
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or the publication of the Pickering-Yohe collection, he noted that a challenge still 

remained. “There was still a lot to do there, and since the museum did not seem interested 

in pursuing that area of Islamic textiles, we’ve found a lot of material that wasn’t existent 

there (in the museum collection).”  In regard to the collection publication, “I think one 

reason is that we found four months after the book came out, we found three really 

important pieces over there that reinforced the collection.  And now it’s been two years 

since the book came out and we’ve only added ten pieces.  But each one of them is an 

important reinforcement.”  

Petit Tapis 
 In 1994, Russ again shifted gears to a new collecting area - small rugs of 

Morocco, usually pile carpets that are approximately 2’x3’ in size.  “We’ve got maybe 

30-32 pieces, having bought maybe 55 or 60 total, so you do refine your taste as you go 

along and your eye.  I think it’s very exciting and the designs are interesting because the 

medallion’s in the center - so little space there’s only room for really one border.”  “Just 

for the Pleasure of the Eye: The Small Rugs of Morocco,” a personal catalog of the 

collection resulted in 2002.  In one of the earlier draft versions of the introduction, Russ 

wrote: “It is remarkable how, after nearly twenty-five years of search and seizure in 

Morocco, a new group of material can suddenly focus the collector’s eye.”(WRP, 1995). 

THE RUG GENE 
 Brooke Pickering grew up not only surrounded by the rugs and textiles collected 

by her father, but was included as an active participant in building that collection.  

“Brooke came over in 1971 of course on that family deal (to Tangiers) when she was not 

quite eight years old, had her eighth birthday there, and has always wanted to come back 
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whenever Ralph Yohe and I went all these years.  When I had to sell that flat weave 

collection, I gave her a choice of two pieces out the collection, small pieces.  She picked 

the two best soumak bag faces in the collection.  She was eleven years old  And I think 

by the time she was 20 or 21, why Ralph and I were relying on her as much when we‘d 

buy a piece as we did on each other…I don‘t believe it‘s inherited, frankly, I think it just 

happened.” (WRP, 10/30/1996). Brooke recalled:  “I went with Ralph Yohe and my 

father and …they were buying rugs and I would hang around….when I was 14, 15 years 

old, they were asking my opinion and I don’t really remember my thought processes, but 

if people are asking your opinion enough, eventually you start really paying attention I 

think…And then as I got older, when I was in my 20’s and we were buying, the three of 

us together, then it got really fun because when you have three people, then you can have 

a majority.”(BP, 11/2/1996). 

 She didn’t categorize herself as a collector, yet after years of building the family 

collection, clearly hinged the definition of  collecting vs. acquiring as “what you do with 

what you’ve got.”  Brooke articulated a collecting perspective that recognized the role of 

obsession or desire, but that as an act was given significance in the process of refining or 

shaping what was collected in order to create a coherent whole and in order for the pieces 

to relate to each other.  It is not surprising that her definitions paralleled those of her 

father. In her role as a dealer: “I almost can’t think about it now too because I can’t 

collect. I mean, I can’t buy things and hold onto them and in a way, it’s ideal for me 

because I can live vicariously through the collection that we have….and satisfy that need, 

the need of ownership which is not the whole story of being a collector.  Luckily, I don’t 

have any place to put anything.  But see that’s the kind of thing a real collector wouldn’t 
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say.  They would never consider whether they have a place to put things.  So I’m partially 

there, but I don’t think I’m a true collector.” 

 When I asked Brooke if she had been thinking about establishing her own 

business for a long time, her answer was “I kind of woke up one day and said ‘What 

would I do if I could do anything I wanted to do?‘ And it was this.”  She did not talk 

about it as a family expectation or in terms of inevitability in our conversations; however, 

she reflected in a personal essay on the ways growing up in a rug collecting household 

shaped her:  “This begins when my parents, in 1963, saddled with the appearance of a 

second baby (yours truly that is), were forced to move to a bigger New York apartment to 

accommodate the 100% growth in the size of their brood.  The story goes that faced with 

a new and empty dining room to fill, my father bought an oriental rug at auction.  This 

was the second birth in our family that year -- that of my father the rug collector…..The 

rule was that every photograph of every rug in my father’s collection had to include a 

person, which as fate would have it, was usually me or my brother.  Our task involved 

either performing some logistical purpose (wearing a saddle bag, picket line style, for 

example) or simply sitting or standing next to the rug with the goal of adding human 

charm to the cataloging process…so some kids went swimming at the beach in the 

Hamptons, but our nautical experience was born on the slope of our lawn as we whizzed 

down the slippery knotted pile of soaped-up rugs with the garden hose aimed on them, 

and at us.  And while those other kids may have climbed on jungle gyms, I bet they never 

knew the sweet freedom of scaling the heights of rug stacks as their fathers engaged in 

mysterious negotiations with ancient Armenian rug dealers.  Looking back on it, I 

suppose it’s only natural that during various phases of my life, I tried to deny my true 
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calling.  But while denial has it’s virtues, there’s nothing sweeter than giving oneself over 

to destiny, as I did when I became a rug dealer a couple of years ago.”(BP, personal 

communication, 5/14/1996).  For her father, “It’s certainly the great, ultimate dividend 

and redeeming nature of collecting.”(WRP, 10/30/1996). 

AN “EYE” FOR BEAUTY 
 Swiss collectors Marcel and Annette Korolnik are both artists.  She is a painter 

and he is a photographer, and they approach their interest in Moroccan weavings from a 

visual arts perspective.  Since they started traveling the Morocco in the mid-1980’s, they 

have mounted a number of combined photographic and painting exhibitions of their 

Moroccan inspired work. Their collection focuses on weavings from the Plains of 

Marrakech region and in 1996, portions were featured in an exhibition and catalog 

entitled Berber: Textiles and Ceramics from Morocco organized by the Museum 

Bellerive in Zurich. 

 Marcel: “Annette has always been, she is a born collector and I am not.”  

Previously, they had collected Pre-Columbian art, but determined that focusing on even a 

tiny segment of the field was prohibitively expensive.  Marcel: “It becomes a question of 

money, but on the other hand, if you’re interested in something you want the best.”  On a 

trip in Morocco, they ended up in a carpet shop and bought one small piece.  Annette: 

“We discovered that there is something great going on which we know nothing about.  

And if that happens to me, I normally say we are not going to buy anything….Let’s go 

back, find out what it’s about.  Maybe we’re wrong, maybe we invested some money in 

something which has no value….Marcel: I must say this started somewhere around ten 
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years ago.  And so we were not in the carpet world at all.  We didn’t know anything 

about it.  So it was kind of taking very careful steps, looking, where can I get some 

information.  And we didn’t know the carpet literature. Annette: Russ’s book wasn’t out. 

There was nothing.  Marcel: There was nothing available or we didn’t know.  So the first 

step to really learn something about it was in the museum in Paris, the Museum of 

African and Oceanic Art.  But they didn’t have a catalog.  They only displayed something 

like fifteen or sixteen old Moroccan carpets at that time. Annette: And we walked into 

that room and we said ‘Aaah, that’s what it is about.’ You know, that was the first show 

for us that our feelings were right, but we hadn’t gotten the right material yet.  We were 

looking at these carpets and saying we saw that there is this quality but how can we get 

there?  Marcel: And then step two, we went back to Morocco, just having seen this show 

at the museum in Paris. And we found one more piece   And I said, ‘Careful, careful, 

careful, careful.’ Annette: Don’t jump on. Marcel: A little while after, a funny thing 

happened. It was the owner of the bookstore where we buy all the art books in Zurich.  

He said, ‘Oh, you’ve been traveling so many times to Morocco, I have a book for you.’ 

Annette: The Hersberger book.  Marcel: So alright, we looked into that.  We tried to 

really understand, and there was a lot of information all of a sudden.  That was one thing.  

Second thing was we realized, ‘Oh, there must be a collector in Switzerland.’ And we 

rung up and we say ‘Oh, could we please see your exhibition or your collection?’ 

Annette: He said, ‘I’m not a collector. I’m a dealer.  You can come along and you can 

buy or…Marcel: It’s a shop. It’s open. You just come along.’  So we went there, and we 

liked some of the things and we bought maybe two or three more.  And so that’s how it 

all started.” 
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 Annette: “Then I had an incredible chance.  I was for three months in Morocco 

and Mr. Hersberger, he rang me and he said, ‘I come to Marrakech.  I do my yearly 

carpet buying trip and I don’t like to do that all by my own.  Would you like to join me?’ 

So I drove down from Fes to Marrakech, and I met him there and this was for me maybe 

the initial point because in four or five days, I went through all the shops, and I see 

thousands of carpets….But this was really like being pushed from behind into an 

enormous material.  Marcel: All the material that was available. Annette: In every shop.  

And after two days, I already realize that I can say this is Middle Atlas, this is Boujad, 

this is….Marcel: You learn by seeing. Annette: You learn by seeing, and this was really a 

great thing for me and the other incredible advantage was that there we definitely made 

our big friendship with one of the dealers….I would not even say they are dealers for us.  

They are really friends. I can even say ‘Look, our collection is now your collection. 

Would you think we should buy this piece for the collection?” Marcel: We’re really 

working together. Annette: Often they say no. And we involve them from the whole 

beginning on.  We said, ‘We are not shop buyers.  We want to go outside to the people, 

knowing things about the tribes, getting in contact to the women, look how they are 

weaving, why they are weaving, etc. etc.’ And they said, ‘Wonderful. We have people 

buying in the shop who like to do that with you.’” 

 Marcel: “But to go back, this is kind of the development that goes step by step.  

Once you learn to distinguish between the really authentic stuff and the commercial stuff, 

once you’ve got that you go one step further and you distinguish between authentic and 

good.  When you’ve arrived there, you learn to distinguish between good and 

extraordinary.  Once you’re there, you learn to distinguish between the extraordinary and 
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the outstanding.” 

 As Marcel and Annette describe in their interview, the rug and textile collecting 

that began for them in the rug souks grew to include travel to weaving villages in the 

Plains of Marrakech in order to meet the weavers and to collect directly from them where 

possible.   Annette attributed her welcome in these locations to her age: “I am an old 

woman for Morocco.  I’ve got white hair.  I’ve got grown up girls. I’m nearly fifty years 

old.  I’m an old woman, which gives me a lot of respect.”  Blazek, the dealer-collector 

described in the previous chapter, also worked with weavers, but in the eastern regions of 

the Atlas Mountains.  However, for the majority of the collectors and the dealer-

collectors, these weavings are ethnographic fragments “informed by a poetics of 

detachment” (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, 1991:388) that have been removed from the 

context of original manufacture, use and ownership into a collecting setting where these 

attributes may or may not adhere to them, according to the desires of the collector.  It is 

in this detachment that trajectory shift can be effected and through this “art of excision” 

that the ethnographic object becomes singular and is reclassified within an aesthetic 

realm (Krishenblatt-Gimblett, 1991: 391).  The object’s value is detached from its 

origins, thereby leaving a space for aesthetic perception and one of its defining features to 

take precedence, i.e. the irrelevance of the object’s cultural, historical or stylistic context 

for aesthetic definition and appreciation (Maquet, 1986:32). Separating the object from 

its context and assigning it to the realm of art and aesthetics also obscures the relations of 

power that operate both in the original context and in the context of collecting, Aesthetic 

appreciation becomes an “alibi for cannibal power” (Root, 1996:18), a distracting tactic 

that shifts focus from the scope and conditions of Western consumption.  Orientalism 



 101

also operates in this fashion, relying on “exteriority, that is, on the fact that the 

Orientalist, poet or scholar, renders its mysteries plain for and to the West. He is never 

concerned with the Orient except as the first cause of what he says” (Said, 1978:20).     

The means of obscuring and selectively omitting paths of knowledge and power that 

accompany consumption also allows participants to operate with “detachment, 

indifference, or ignorance … as regards all but a single aspect of the economic trajectory 

of the commodity” (Appadurai, 1986:54).  At the point in the trajectory of an object or 

class of object where they enter the collection, the double detachment of the object and 

the collector allows a controlled exposure to the other, a test of self-knowledge by 

“circumscribed exposure to unfamiliar objects belonging to other frameworks of being” 

(Hein, 2000:54) without permitting the collector to be cannibalized by the thing(s) 

collected.  In fact, a collector who is described as “consumed” with his/her collections, or 

as having a life that is “eaten up” with their collecting becomes narratively reassigned 

from a benign category of collector to a category of personality disorders. 

HALLMARKS OF A COLLECTOR 
 In talking about what makes a collector or how a collector is defined, common 

themes emerged in the ways carpet and textile collectors talked about themselves as a 

group and in the criteria they used to define a collector. The words “true” or “serious” 

often prefaced the collector description to distinguish or privilege their criteria over the 

many variants of popular culture collecting in the late 20th century. A Canadian collector 

dismissively observed that “everybody collects something tangible or intangible, whether 

physical objects or knowledge” (the latter probably a reference to my role). However, he 
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continued that serious collecting was based on understanding what you were collecting, a 

commitment to process, and hard work (WB, 11/3/1996). Sometimes the distinguishing 

characteristics were described as contrasts - serious intent but fun; individually centered 

but not secretive, accidental yet planned. Recurring themes were that collectors are born 

with the trait, which may appear at any time in life, and as noted above, can be life 

changing.  Real collectors go outside already established collecting subjects, geographies 

or time periods.  The corollary to the previous characteristic is that they are highly self-

confident.  They pursue an intellectual component to their collecting activities expressed 

in the development of a personal library on the subject and finally, they collect according 

to a strategy that may be determined in advance, or may be developed in the process of 

collecting. 

Born not Made 
 Every interviewee described some form of childhood collecting, whether it was 

shells, coins, hockey cards or comic books.  Collector and second generation Oriental rug 

dealer Harold Keshishian admitted: “I am ashamed to say that I collected everything 

which was at that time junk, and I probably still have it today.”(HK to WRP, 

11/28/1982).  Few of the other collectors admitted to this comprehensive collecting urge 

as children; however, almost all of these collectors attached their definition of a collector 

personally to that activity as it occurred later in life. “It’s very interesting most of the 

collectors I know, they never had any connections with Oriental rugs or Islamic art before 

suddenly something happened.  In my case, it was going to a rug auction and buying a 

rug and wanting to know why I had spent this much money so stupidly.  Ralph Yohe was 

sitting in a bar in Cairo after the war and looked up on the wall and there was a 
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kilim….So, something strikes you all of a sudden and I believe that it opens up 

whatever’s been there all along.” (WRP, 10/30/1996).  In this statement, Russ provides 

the collecting trope of a naturalized instinct waiting to be personally discovered, revealed 

through the action of an external stimulus.  He completes the naturalizing analogy with 

the unfolding of discovery within the metaphors of birth and the stages of life below. 

 “There is a theory that collectors are born not made. The theory also 
suggests that the overwhelming fundamental drive to acquire, to organize and 
preserve beauty is neither inherited nor acquired, but in reality springs from the 
individual’s independent character and personality.  Certainly that drive 
represents the single characteristic common to all collectors.  Their approach to 
beauty is not the hallmark of any national, cultural, social, economic or even age 
group, nor is it generally predictable by or about a given individual.  Indeed, it 
will appear in early childhood, in the midday of life, or even well past middle age.  
And it comes without warning, this discovery of such an important part of 
oneself, like a sudden storm or wave that sweeps away that fortunate victim on a 
wild and almost uncontrolled journey to undreamed adventures and to frontiers he 
has never seen before.”(Pickering, 1987:12).   

 
Breaking New Ground 
 
 The trope of collecting as a personal frontier for discovery in the modern or post-

modern era when the literal frontiers of past cultural intersections seem to have been 

explored, mapped and studied by generations that preceded us, leaves collecting as a 

symbolic frontier for the discovery of self; the interior self as the last frontier. In the 

vernacular of the West, these are the mavericks. They don’t follow established paths. 

They look for new “routes” to distinguish themselves as collectors. “I’m not interested in 

areas where people have already been.  So my whole collecting career is first in flat 

weaves where very few people had paid any attention to this stuff…So that certainly 

reflects my character of doing things that are not popular wisdom most of the time and I 
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think that‘s true in one way or another of every collector in my definition.” (WRP, 

10/30/1996).  Mike Tschebull’s opinion was also that really good or great collectors “do 

it by themselves.”  Following others led to mediocre collections and for him, it was 

boring to go with what was known.  His drive was to go contrary to the market where he 

could get more bang for his money and be a “big impact fish in a small pond.”(MT, 

11/4/1996).  Economics as well as personality was a motivation for breaking new ground: 

“The key thing, especially for the collector of modest means, is to move off the beaten 

path, discover an exiting area and begin building a collection.” (Hopkins, 1991:25). 

Self-Confidence 
 The connection between breaking new ground and self confidence was one that 

Russ articulated clearly, perhaps because he bridges the time period of the early 

generation of renowned rug collectors who shaped the field and the new generation of 

collectors, a period that saw a vast expansion of publications, exhibitions, rug societies, 

escalating prices and general public interest in the field of Oriental rug collecting.  This 

articulation also reflects the culture of the individual in American society and the mythic 

American ideology of making something of yourself from nothing. “Most of the 

important collectors that I know, most of them have learned it in the street.  And that’s 

certainly true of the old boys from the Depression era.  That’s true of my generation and 

of the few younger collectors that I’ve gotten to know well.  And that’s very important.  

The advantage of picking up your knowledge mainly on your own than somebody who 

has access to courses and rug clubs and so on…it takes a lot longer; it’s a more painful 

process and it’s a lonely process in a lot of ways, but it develops a sense of self-

confidence and an originality of thinking that will carry you into areas and buy pieces 
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that other people - most everybody else says are just absolutely ridiculous, and it really 

pays off there.  I value the opinions on the material of a number of people, but when it 

comes to buying a pieces, I really don’t care whether anybody likes it or not.” (WRP, 

11/30/1996). 

 Marcel Korolnik echoed this confidence: “Whatever is good for me is good for 

me.  But if you find it in a family, there is a very different flavor to it, but a good piece 

remains a good piece whether you find it in Hamburg or up in the mountains in Morocco.  

It remains a good piece.  So you take it.  Annette: If we take our specialty, for example 

the Rehamna carpets, for us it’s 300% clear that the good pieces never come to the 

market.”(11/1/1996). 

 Mike Tschebull talked about a different sort of self-confidence in relation to the 

rug societies and collectors.  Not only was collecting a way to learn about things, but it 

was also a social vehicle where you could “schmooze” and make friends. However, he 

clarified that “those who are comfortable with themselves are comfortable here, because 

there are a lot of strong personalities.  Secretive collectors don’t participate” (MT, 

11/4/1996). 

Specialization 
   Annette and Marcel focused their collecting on weavings from the Plains of 

Marrakech, with Annette in particular spending time in villages to try to understand the 

stylistic differences and the origins of the carpets they first saw in the Marrakech medina. 

Gebhart Blazek researched links between weaving traditions of the Berber confederations 

in the Middle Atlas Mountains (Blazek, 1997). “As far as the overall broad view of 

Moroccan carpets, I think the Far West, Berber, and this book (Moroccan Carpets) have 
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done a pretty good job on that initial phase of what any area usually gets.  So I think 

there’s still a lot of opportunity…W.S. has done a good job on Boujad’s…and the K.’s 

have done the same thing now in the Rehamna area and the Plains of Marrakech and 

there’s somebody else working in the High Atlas, so to me that’s probably the next great 

wave of work and collecting and discovery that we’ll find in Morocco, and that’s the way 

it happened in the Middle Eastern stuff too.  (Denton question: Increasing 

specialization?) That’s right.  Unless you want to try and replicate this collection that 

we’ve got and if you do, from the prices of the pieces that I’ve seen since the book came 

out, it’s going to take a great deal of money.  And then, I’m not sure what you’ve 

achieved” (WRP, 10/30/1996). 

Owning a Library 
 “Anybody who does not have a library in the area where they collect, isn’t a 

collector.” (WRP, 11/6/1996)  “I think that books especially in my library of oriental rug 

books are of paramount importance…which I may at this point insert that the crisis of the 

books that were very commonplace when we started colleting twenty years ago have 

taken such a dramatic leap that now the auction house are auctioning off books right 

along with the rugs at premier prices.”(HK to WRP, 11/28/1982). The acquisition of 

books in relation to carpet and textile collecting surfaced repeatedly. One Canadian 

collector had a library of over 3,000 volumes on textiles that supported his interest in 

comparative analysis for the worldwide scope of his textile collection.  At the ICOC 

Conference where I conducted our interview, a six foot length of wall in his hotel room 

was stacked two-three books high, all acquired from book stalls and dealers at that 

meeting.  In addition, there were posters and postcards of textiles that he planned to 
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incorporate within the hundreds he filed at home. (11/3/1996). Although collecting books 

was described as one part of the rug and textile collecting endeavor, a published 

interview with the late Arthur Jenkins described how acquisition could easily transition 

into comprehensive collecting.  “Well, it has always been my habit, when I am interested, 

to buy all the available books on the subject….From then on, I would buy a rug and a 

book, a book and a rug.  My interest in rug books eventually overtook my interest in rugs 

and I decided to buy, create and develop a large library.” (Pickering, 1989:38). Jenkins 

bequeathed his library to the Textile Museum in Washington, D.C. where it continues to 

be a primary resource for textile research.  Another collector had an opposing view of the 

role books play in rug collecting.  In his opinion, buying books was less about knowledge 

that it was a reflection of the “rug culture.” A library of books was not as important, 

much less a substitute, for direct knowledge and experience of the object in its context. 

(DW, 11/7/1996). 

Strategy 
 Benjamin describes collectors as “people with a tactical instinct.”(1969:63) and 

indeed it is the quasi-military language of plans, tactics, strategies and maneuvers that 

permeates this collecting discourse.  Such terminology identifies the “good collector” 

who is tasteful and reflective, who does not fixate on individual acquisitions, but whose 

process “unfolds in a pedagogical, edifying manner” (Clifford, 1988:219), even if it is the 

same person who acknowledges the passion and the “mania” that also have active roles in 

the process.  This collecting “principle” has found its way into the mainstream of popular 

publications: “There are pleasures in the act of accumulation: the thrill of the hunt, the 

joy of the find. But true collecting is more.  It’s listening for the hum of history in things, 
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finding connections among art and objects of different times and cultures, and gathering 

images so that, as in poetry, they reveal new meaning.” (House & Garden, May 

2000:123). “Most collectors have that something in there that you’re driven to acquire 

this material.  It’s almost a mania.  And then you can’t stand seeing this stuff piled up.  

You’ve got to sort it out and figure out what it is, where it came from.  And then do 

something with it.  That’s the old three corners of the triangle I talk about with the apex 

being stewardship - what you do with what you’ve got - that brings the whole thing 

together.   And unless you have those three corners…it may be a narrow definition of 

collecting but that is my definition of a collector”(WRP, 10/30/1996).   

 
The Collecting Triangle - A Strategy Model 
 Through his writing and talking with other collectors over the years, Russ has  

developed a model for collecting that is built on three essential elements and can be 

represented graphically by an equilateral triangle.  The elements are “search and seizure,” 

organization and documentation, and stewardship.  The first two form the base points on 

which the triangle rests - the last the apex “which give definition and substance to the 

whole” (WRP, 1988:5).  This model provides one way of structuring what Hopkins calls 

the big questions rug collectors secretly ask: “How am I doing? Am I doing it right? Am I 

succeeding? Is all this achieving something important and worthwhile? Or what?” 

(Hopkins, 1989:38).  “So that’s that original corner of search and seizure, acquisition.  

And then as you pile this stuff up you begin to think ‘What the heck am I doing?’ and 

start taking it out of one huge pile and putting it into a lot of little piles and all of a 

sudden you’ve got something that begins to look like a cohesive unit” (WRP, 

10/30/1996).  This next step, organization and documentation, alternately called 
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scholarship, continues the “learn, learn, learn” process through “becoming 

knowledgeable about rug designs and their origins…learning about the history, 

geography, and ethnography of rug-producing regions…the study of dyes, fibers, 

weaving methods…” (Hopkins, 1991:23). Marcel: “I do the homework. I do all the 

cataloging of it. Annette: I do the repairing and the storage and the looking through. 

There’s a lot of work. Hard. I didn’t think of that.  Marcel: It’s a second job, you know 

really.  If you’re out to write articles and do some field research.  I mean I can only do it 

in an amateur way, but I try…” (AK, MK, 11/211996).   

 Rug, carpet and textile collectors express two completely different attitudes about 

the role of travel in both acquisition and scholarship.  “Traveling is not important to me; I 

don’t have the time.  Nor do I need to. Proven intention has a gravitational effect; when 

the word is out, you don’t have to go looking for things.  Things come to you.”  

“Traveling is absolutely vital.  How else can you meet the people who become your 

sources?”(Hopkins, 1991:23).  The scope of collectors’ travels varied widely from 

visiting dealers in the souks, bazaars, or markets of the country of origin, to the local 

markets in the rug producing region, or traveling to the sites-the homes and villages-of 

weaving origin (Tschebull, 1997; Sommer, 1996; Blazek, 1997; Korolnik, 1996).  It 

could alternately or in addition include studying rugs, carpets and textiles in museum 

collections of the area. (Boely & Vivier, 1997).  As the “classic” or foundation 

collections for various areas have been established, travel experience in the region of 

interest is one of the ways that collectors begin to generate specialized knowledge.  As 

discussed in a preceding chapter, travel is also a mechanism employed to negotiate the 

position of a collecting area or weaving type within the rug and carpet world.  Mike 
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Tschebull, “in an effort to answer some longstanding questions about the prolific 

weaving cultures of the area,” traveled to East Azarbayjan, subsequently publishing an 

article in HALI magazine that sought to rehabilitate the reputation of Heriz carpets 

“disdained by many connoisseurs” by illuminating “how artificial the perceived 

difference between collectable and decorative rugs and carpets can be.”(Tschebull, 1997 

90:64). In these negotiations, the academic language of “fieldwork” collapses into and 

within the language of travel. 

 The “apex” of the collecting strategy triangle, stewardship, encompasses more 

than caring for the collection.  Stewardship is also disseminating what the collector 

knows or thinks about the collection.  It includes the informal mechanisms of information 

sharing between collectors and novices entering the field, the “rug days” and society 

meetings that are programmed with lectures and slide shows and “show and tells,” as 

well as the formal mechanisms of publication. The act of publishing information on 

pieces within a collection or in its entirety, whether as a museum exhibition, a personal 

catalog, or an article is viewed as an act of stewardship and recognized as an 

accomplishment and contribution.  Many of the collection catalogs are published in 

conjunction with university gallery or museum exhibitions.  Equally often, they are self-

published.   

“James M. Keshishian’s family rug business…is one of the most prominent in the 
United States; he was among the original founders of the Armenian Rug Society; 
and he has established a reputation as a knowledgeable and discerning 
collector...One would be hard pressed to imagine a more personal, more 
idiosyncratic rug publication than this book.  It is almost entirely the work of Mr. 
Keshishian: the book’s concept was his; he wrote most of it; he was its principal 
editor; he designed it; and he published it…Unintimidated by the thought that 
some readers might find his organization a bit loose or the themes of his articles 
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somewhat elusive, he wrote each of these pieces from his own perspective, telling 
what he wanted to tell, no more and no less.” (Farnham, 1995:45).  

 

Mr. Keshishian was delighted with a review that to others would appear critical.  He 

proudly provided me with unsolicited copies and circled some of the text quoted above.  

He defined his stewardship by the very fact that he had done all the work and that it was 

his heritage project for the Armenian community (JMK, 11/5/1996). 

 Although the collectors were willing to reflect about what might happen to their 

collection in the future, none viewed donating the collection to a museum or public 

institution as part of their stewardship, much less the culmination of that effort.  The 

Canadian collector responded that “collecting for me is more about the immediacy of the 

experience, the here and now” (WB, 11/3/1996). None used the museum language of 

“preservation in perpetuity” when discussing the future, and in general distrusted 

museum staff and boards to be able to either meet those commitments or to make the 

material an active and accessible part of the institution’s research and exhibition mission. 

“A lot of the things I’m hoping to kind of donate, and not even for tax purposes like some 

of the other quote collectors have done this as scams on the rugs to get them appraised for 

great deals of money to write them off on their taxes and then put them in certain 

museums where they just sit there forever and just disappear.  I’m  more interested in 

figuring ways that other people will get a chance to see them, touch them…”(T.R., 

5/26/1997).  The comfortable relationship between collectors, curators and directors of 

earlier decades seems to have disappeared in a climate that has left little room for shared 

expertise.   
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“The Hunt:”- The Collector’s Quest for Discovery 
 Russ began by building a reference library, talking to dealers who suggested the 

names of others with like interests, joining then fledgling rug societies, and in the process 

defined his approach to seeking out and acquiring his collection:  

“The rest, incidentally, is composed primarily of a process known as ’The Hunt.’ 
This involved going to every auction possible, paying perennial visits to dealers, 
and constantly tracking down all possible leads - 90% of which are wild goose 
chases.  Other features include maneuvering with the auctioneer, bargaining with 
the dealer, and originating new and different approaches by which the acquisition 
is made acceptable at home.  It also means paying the dollars and cents price 
necessary to acquire an important piece.  Naturally everyone wants a bargain, but 
if a collector limits himself in this manner, he will end up with a poor collection 
indeed.  The primary consideration in collecting should always be how good a 
piece is, not how much it costs.  Strict adherence to this principle may result in 
paying top dollar for many pieces, but the bargains will also turn up and the 
collector will acquire far fewer mediocre pieces with quality as the sole yard stick. 
After acquiring a piece, the collector should write a description of the rug along 
with the significance it holds within his own collection and its own class of rugs.  
Here is where a personal library will prove of great assistance, and it is this 
writer’s opinion that no one can collect oriental rugs intelligently without access 
to reference books.  The written description is also most important, as it forces the 
individual to organize his thoughts, helps him use and remember his reference 
material, and provides a base on which he can later expand and improve his 
knowledge of the particular piece and its group (WRP, 1968:ii-iii). 

  

 Although Russ talked in our interviews about strategies that change and take new 

directions, the process he outlined for himself above at the start of his collecting journey, 

provided the fundamental framework for all his subsequent collecting endeavors.  Along 

the way, the “Desert Warrior” became the “American Pasha.”  I do not have a record of 

the exact date, but by the early 1990’s, he signed his correspondence with the title and 

reflected that perhaps his age warranted a name change that reflected longevity or 

seniority more than action. The choice of names was not an accidental affiliation with the 

titles of Moroccan political power brokers during the French Protectorate, an 
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appropriation that reflected his status in influencing both territory and power in the 

Moroccan sub-field of Oriental rug collecting.   “Marcel says that people’s collecting 

changes as they get older.  I would rather phrase it that I don’t think anybody starts out 

with a strategy that I know of, but you develop as you go along.  You either acquire and 

sort of wind up standing still or coming to a dead end, or you continue to grow...continue 

to move ahead and do new things and see new things and that develops you. You have to 

do that in your professional career or business or anything else.  You’ve got to continue 

to move forward and do, learn and do different things.  And I think that’s what happens 

to your true collector.  I don’t think that any of these collectors that I knew when they 

were in their 60’s and 70’s had changed a bit in terms of their drive for collecting.  They 

may have developed a strategy, but they were still following that strategy and continuing 

to do some new things.  The great collectors, the serious collectors are always people 

who keep moving, doing more and more.” (WRP, 11/6/1996) 

 At the end of our interview, Russ provided a new observation: “You know, 

having gone through this whole collection with the Korolniks in the last two days, I find 

the Middle Atlas weavings less and less exciting now…Basically, I’m a carpet man and 

with these fantastic Zemmour saddle covers thrown in because they’re such magnificent 

weavings. I mean, I’ve gotten to the point where I think the Plains of Marrakech, these 

big carpets are some of the strongest part of the collection…These two big pieces have 

kind of taken me back to my basics.” In this statement, he returned to his collecting start 

in carpets, reordering the sequence of beginnings, middles and ends that make up his 

personal narrative of collecting in order to continue moving it forward.   
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COLLECTING MOTIVATIONS 
 The motivations catalogued below emerged in the interviews with the collectors 

of both Moroccan and non-Moroccan weavings. The quotes were either provided as 

direct responses to my questions about their views on a specific motivation or were 

generated in the broader context of our collecting discussions. The ordering does not 

reflect a ranking of importance.  Each interviewee had motivations they emphasized and 

motivations they disputed. The discussion also reflected how often categories interlocked 

or overlapped.  As collectors shape and re-shape individual discourse, the collecting 

motivations chosen or emphasized may change depending on the role of motivation in 

forwarding the narrative (Bal, 1994:112).  In addition to the motivations discussed in the 

interviews, Mark Hopkins shared the list of reasons he had compiled for why people 

collect rugs, also published in an article in Oriental Rug Review: to own them; to win; to 

get rich; to be a collector; to get famous; to be a benefactor; to learn; to have fun 

(Hopkins, 1989:38). Several of these overlap with those below: to own/possession; get 

rich/investment; famous/social advancement or immortality; benefactor/monument; and 

play/fun.  The category that did not emerge with those I interviewed was a motivation to 

collect for its own sake. Similarly, the motivation of winning was not cited as an overt 

reason for collecting, and although discourses of competition were ever-present, they 

were displaced onto areas of carpet or textile collecting not part of the interviewee’s 

specialty.  Hopkins provides an example of this diversion: “Collecting is an enormously 

competitive business.  Not with Kurdish bag faces necessarily, but in the thinner air realm 

of big ticket and world class pieces.” He also combined “the hunt” which is considered 

separately below within his “to win” category:  “Rug collectors and deer hunters have a 
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lot in common; they endure interminable waiting until the big one trots into their sights.  

The best part is reveling in the thrill of pulling into the driveway with the prize stretched 

across the fender” (Hopkins, 1989:38).  Mike Tschebull  acknowledged the role of 

competition as one with yourself, using the athletics analogy of swimming (MT, 

11/4/1996). 

Immortality:  “I have never heard any collector articulate that. I think it’s understandable 

that if you have a great collection you’d like to share it with people and have it preserved 

so that it would bring some meaning to future generations.  But I’ve never known 

anybody who set out to immortalize themselves, no.”(WRP, 10/30/1996).  Another 

collector also stated that he did not know anyone that collected for posterity at the outset 

(RW, 11/7/1996). 

Status, Social Recognition/Advancement: Blazek observed the “social importance in 

collecting something extraordinary” as a shift in emphasis in “artistic” collecting (GB, 

11/4/1996). Hans Konig identified this category of collectors as those who acquire with 

the idea of leaving the collection to “the nation” (HK, 11/3/1996).  

Leave a Monument: Konig distinguished this category from that of social climbing, 

ascribing this group of collectors status at the highest social strata, using the Rockefellers 

as an example (HK, 11/3/1996). 

As a Form of Play:  “I think that’s perfectly absurd, but I have an awful lot of fun 

collecting.  It’s a very serious thing in my life, but it doesn’t stop me have having a heck 

of a lot fun doing it” (WRP, 10/30/1996). 

Completeness:  One of the Canadian collectors believed that most people are interested in 

completing a series (WB, 11/3/1996). Russ responded: “I’ll leave that to the psychiatrists.  
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I’m sure anybody who collects first editions of a certain publisher or something and then 

gets all of them has an enormous sense of pride and achievement, and he probably also 

has a big let down because there’s nothing left to do” (WRP, 10/30/1996). 

Challenge: “I don’t know about challenge, it’s just something you’re born with and I’ve 

never looked at it as a challenge.  It’s just something that I really wanted to do and of 

course, instead of thinking about all these inner feelings, I think the thing that’s driven 

me as far and everybody I’ve known well, is we like this stuff because we think it’s so 

beautiful.  George Ballard once in an introduction to one of the two or three books other 

people did on his collection had a wonderful phrase: ‘Every time I look at them, a feeling 

of great loveliness comes over me.’ That is what draws me to this stuff, and the 

excitement of finding something you’ve never seen before” (WRP, 10/30/1996). 

Passion:  “Well, there’s no question about that. In a lot of ways it’s not different than 

somebody who loves to play golf and spends a lot of time out there on the practice tee or 

any other interest in life that’s consuming.  Well, that’s the way they’re made up, right?  

It’s something that’s a part of their character.  That’s why I think this thing, collecting, is 

born.  You’re born with it; it’s not acquired” (WRP, 10/30/1996).  Ernie Roberts 

provided the qualifier: “After I started collecting oriental rugs seriously, I realized that 

having a passion and knowing what you’re doing are miles apart (Roberts, 1981:4). 

The Hunt: This term is a part of every discourse on collecting, although the importance 

assigned to it greatly varies. Hans Konig described these collectors as those who find the 

material they seek and then no longer have interest.  They move onto the next thing 

(11/3/1996).  Others however, term “the hunt, rewarded by the find” as the collector’s 

greatest pleasure (Kahlenberg, 1996:75) and cite that pleasure as the reason whole groups 
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of material or collections are not acquired at once. The rug and textile collectors 

acknowledged that for some, the hunt could become the driving force, citing one well-

known 19th century collector described as “a cavalier figure whose life swung between 

wealth and bankruptcy.  His business practices were so suspect that they would have 

made any rug dealer blush.  His private life was equally turbulent, with many wives and 

lovers…(his) appetite for life and carpets epitomizes the pleasure of acquiring for its own 

sake in the most hedonistic way” (HALI, 1997:91).  

Possession: “No, again that defies the three corners you see…if their motivation is to 

acquire or own stuff, then that fails the criteria that we’ve set”(WRP, 10/30/1996).   

Investment: Konig was the only collector to cite this category, and he admitted it was 

rare, because it would take a huge amount of money, expertise and no emotion to manage 

successfully (HK, 11/3/1996). The other collectors were adamant that approaching 

collecting as an investment was not the true mark of a collector.  “I was thinking about a 

collector’s attitude towards material in terms of monetary value. I think anyone who 

looks at it as an investment is probably rationalizing spending the money, but it is a very 

bad way to invest money…So number one, you’re kidding yourself if you really believe 

something’s an investment because of the bid-ask spread and the illiquidity of the market.  

The second problem with it is it tends to make you wary of spending what seems to be a 

lot of money for a piece at the time.  Anytime money becomes a factor in whether you 

want a piece or not, then you’d better forget it.  Anybody who goes after bargains isn’t 

going to produce an important collection because…the money becomes a factor in your 

collecting and you can’t have that.”  When asked how he navigated the financial 

constraints, Russ replied laughing, “Well, the way I see it is if I have the money in my 
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pocket, I go ahead and spend it and then worry about the mortgage payments and the 

baby’s shoes and the kid’s tuition when I get back home.” 

 “I always say buy with your heart, not with your purse.  If you buy with your 

purse, you don’t get much.  If you buy with your heart, you get one hell of a nice rug.  

And I’ve also said that if you are not really sure, buy a happy rug…There are people that 

will say, what is a happy rug?  Well, when you look at a rug, and you smile….that is a 

happy rug” (HK to WRP, 11/18/1982). 

COLLECTING CRITERIA 
 Aesthetic response to a carpet or textile ranked first on every Moroccan textile 

collector’s list of acquisition criteria, and first for almost every collector in this study.  

Their descriptions of this priority and the discourse surrounding aesthetic response to a 

weaving coincide with five of the qualities of aesthetic perception and experience 

enumerated by Maquet:  1) separation or framing the object apart from its visual 

environment; 2) irrelevancy of historical, stylistic or other context; 3) complex objects 

are not assessed as an assemblage of parts; 4) the experience is in the moment, separated 

from the rest of everyday life or concerns; and, 5) aesthetic absorption is accompanied by 

a loss in sense of place, time and bodily consciousness. (Maquet, 1986:32). Carpet and 

textile collectors describe their response process in similar ways. “First, I want to interact 

with the piece myself, without preconceptions or prejudices, letting my feelings be the 

guide.  I respond to things gut-wise…” (Kahlenberg, 1996:75).  “The first thing I want to 

know is: does the rug speak to me? Does it make my heart beat a little faster?…I put most 

of my faith in the intuitive approach, and I work hard to assess my emotional response to 
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each rug‘s graphic power.” (Hopkins, 1991:22).  “I kneel on the ground and run my hand 

over the textile; I feel the quality of the wool, see the structure, observe the design….The 

first impression is always decisive…” (HALI, 1996:88:94)  This specific collector’s 

criteria was further clarified: “Methodology, in the sense of classification according to 

historical, geographic, ethnological and functional principles, was never one of them…” 

(HALI, 1996(88):96). 

 “As the Keshishian brothers say, ‘The four most important things in a rug are 

color, color, color, color.’ The next thing I think is design and then the quality of the 

material and the weave, but that’s really reflected in the color and the design.  So those 

would be the three primary factors.  Then, I guess where it was made would come next.  

And then way down…right at the bottom is age.  And I cannot understand this enormous 

focus by most collectors on how old something is.  That’s the first thing most people ask 

in these rug club meetings.  How old, how old is it and where was it made.  Which to me, 

is the reverse of what you ought to be reacting to …” (WRP, 10/30/1996). 

 When asked if he cared how old a piece is, Harold Keshishian responded: “I used 

to; but now today if I like it, I like it and I really don’t care…Never cared about knot 

count - dumbest thing in the world, and I never cared about if it was a straight shoot, 

zigzag shoot, or one black weft, two z in a pie.  I’m sure it’s important to the people it is 

important to.  As far as I’m concerned, if I can’t give it a pretty critical analysis from 

looking at it five feet away or bending back the pile in the first minute or two, then there 

is something wrong” (HK to WRP, 11/28/1982.)  In addition to color as his first criteria, 

Jimmy Keshishian listed: 2) quality which he defined as the weave and general look;  

3) condition; 4) legitimacy; 5) rarity; 6) provenance.  
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 Marcel Korolnik articulated the primary criteria as: “It’s the aura, maybe more the 

aura of the piece rather than exactly defining age, quality, design. Annette: But I think 

age is very important. Marcel: Age is very important because it’s very rare that you find 

new pieces that are really good.  So that’s the same as quality.” However, they were also 

open to acquiring new pieces that met their criteria for quality and showed me the 

photograph of a new weaving that they had acquired and considered outstanding.  

Annette: “I am excited that there are still young women doing things like this.” 

 The Canadian collector defined three criteria and reasons for collecting textiles:  

1) artistic; 2) anthropological - culture, context; and, 3) engineering -structure.  He 

bought according to his personal response to the piece.  He articulated a passion for 

“gorgeous textiles.” Age was not a criteria because in his opinion, age was reflected in 

the quality of the pieces by default (WB, 11/3/1996). 

 This subordination of age to aesthetic quality and the primacy of aesthetic worth 

in collectors’ discussions of decision-making occurs repeatedly.  In contrast to the 

reification of temporality that is prevalent in collecting some categories of cultural 

materials (Clifford, 1988:222), here it is aesthetics that is reified.  Aesthetic response 

reconstitutes temporality as a property inherent in weavings that generate the desired 

aesthetic experience. The teleological framework of this relationship allows the collectors 

individual aesthetic authority to elevate specific carpet types or weaving regions without 

eschewing the “classic” criteria such as age, design composition, materials, and fineness 

of weave.  As they “break new ground” and collect in areas outside the mainstream 

interest, innovators can use the framework as a way to accommodate new definitions and 

the re-ordering of criteria ranking. 
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AESTHETIC DIFFERENCES 
 The discourse of these collectors locates the aesthetic experience of the object as 

personal and individual.  Just as Maquet situates the “nexus of the individual” as the site 

where aesthetic response is realized, it is in this self-same space that the collectors 

individually “unify and make manageable some of the infinite potentialities of the object” 

(Maquet, 1986:242).  The individual establishment of ranked collecting criteria, as 

described above, is one of the ways in which collectors both unify and manage the 

object’s potentialities. Collecting acquisitions based on individually felt and therefore 

elusive aesthetic response supports the mystification of the collector’s process.  It 

reinforces the judgment and taste of the individual able to recognize “the magical 

rightness” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998:270) of the object in question and thus 

inextricably links “rightness” to the quality or qualities that reside in the object and the 

collector’s ability to identify them.  “Since the Enlightenment, being a connoisseur has 

meant specialized knowledge about an area of collecting and the corresponding abilities 

to classify collectibles according to acceptable taxonomies, to posses and exercise taste 

and judgment, and to assess authenticity and value” (Belk, 1995:45).  In this context, the 

attributes of connoisseurship traditionally anchored to “both breeding and great wealth” 

(Marcus, 1995:184) float free to become attached to those who manifest “a discourse and 

response of wonder, free of context” and an “appetite for detail that requires heightened 

visual and tactile skill” (Marcus, 1995:184).  So too, the markers of good taste - 

universality, singularity and timelessness - (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998:270) are 

malleable in the individual carpet and textile collector’s assessment of object potentiality. 

 Bourdieu begins his explication of taste by arguing that “the eye” and aesthetic 
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disposition are not presupposed, but are acts of cognition and decoding which are 

historical products, “differential, relational, attentive to the deviations which make styles” 

(1984:3-4).  Smith also points out that the rightness of aesthetic judgments or experiences 

or “intuitions” of rightness are no less contingent than other beliefs, but “they may be 

exceptionally powerful-that is, less responsive to changed conditions and less readily 

modified by new conceptual formulations-precisely because in having been learned more 

informally and thus imperceptibly, they are especially resistant to the reflection that they 

were learned at all…” (1988:74). In Moroccan textile collecting, American and European 

collectors have exhibited very different aesthetic responses to both pile and flat weaves. 

These differences were particularly evident at the MAROC ‘95 conference exhibitions. 

There, the Americans expressed greater preference and appreciation for the ordered 

patterns and seemingly symmetrically designed weavings that predominated in the 

Middle and High Atlas Mountains.  The Germans, Austrians, and Swiss asserted greater 

merit in the abstract and less formal designs found in the carpets of southern Morocco 

and the Plains of Marrakech. Annette and Marcel Korolnik noted the contrast in 

describing the Pickering collection and theirs as classic vs. art pieces, respectively.  

Annette: I think there is even another very important difference between taste, the 

American taste and the European taste…I think the American, they search for the typical.  

Marcel: It’s in a way, without valuing that, it’s in a way a more conservative approach.  I 

can see that with Russ.  I can see that with other people too, that they go for the typical.  

They want it very good, but they want it very typical.  So our approach is more an artistic 

maybe approach, a more creative approach.  We want the outstanding pieces.  The pieces 

that wouldn’t be possible without the tradition behind, but if there was a woman doing 
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something very special, that’s what we like.  And the American collector would take the 

one with the very typical.  Annette: I would even say the Americans take the more 

beautiful ones.  The perfect ones….More elegant ones. Marcel: For example, I mean 

Hersberger, I call him the King of Boujad.  He’s an interior decorator from his 

profession.  He loves the very creative, very colorful, very bright, very wild things.  Now 

that has a tradition, because in especially I think in Switzerland.  Switzerland was 

(Annette: and Germany) Germany also but not to that extent was influenced by the 

Bauhaus.  The Bauhaus people, they were looking, they liked the Moroccan carpets as a 

contrast to their bold architecture.”  Writing after a trip to Marrakech in 1993, Russ had 

noted: “We were probably lucky to get the Boujad.  The publisher of Berber got to 

Marrakech a week after we arrived and he and Richard Hersberger are buying up all of 

those they can get.  Most by my taste are poorly made, but apparently the Europeans 

regard them as wild tribal art!” (WRP, personal communication 1/31/1993).  

KINDS OF COLLECTORS 
 The collectors interviewed in this study evidenced diverse backgrounds and 

professions, but not ethnicities or financial standing.  No one openly discussed the 

monetary value for their collection, nor anything that pointed to personal worth, however 

their participation in the carpet and textile collecting world indicated a level of freedom 

from economic necessity (Bourdieu, 1984:54). Similarly, the acquisition of Oauazguite 

capes, Rehamna carpets, Anatolian kilims, Kazak prayer rugs, Suzani bed hangings, or 

Indonesian ikats reflects a freedom of time to pursue not only the object but the collecting 

forms and practices associated with rug collecting.  “Material or symbolic consumption 
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of works of art constitutes one of the supreme manifestations of ease, in the sense both of 

objective leisure and subjective facility.” (Bourdieu, 1984:55).  And like the painting off-

handedly “ ‘spotted at the antique-dealers’ or the ‘exquisite little piece of furniture’ 

unearthed in a junk shop - symbolizes a squandering of time and a competence” which 

cannot be hurriedly achieved and requires long investments of time (Bourdieu, 

1984:281). This inverse valuing of time correlates directly with the symbolic value 

assigned the colleting process.  The value accrued to a collection made over an extended 

period does not transfer to an owner who buys the entire collection all at one time.  It is 

the waiting and assembling of a collection that allows the “pauses that articulate the 

biography of the collector” (Stewart, 1984:166). “Textbook collectors” - those who base 

their acquisition decisions on the examples published by other collectors have only 

slightly higher standing. “A library on the subject is a cornerstone of any collector, but I 

think there comes a time when that sort of thing is back-up, and sort of background 

knowledge for you and I see a lot of people now collecting pieces like ones that they see 

in other collections or that they see on page 94 of somebody’s book.  That is what I call a 

textbook collector and someone who is essentially not doing anything new.” (Denton 

question: How do you feel then when you go into the souk in Marrakech, and they have 

the book we did there, and they are showing pictures to people, saying ‘See, it’s just like 

this one’? We’ve become part of the process.) “Well, that’s true although how I feel 

about it is, number one, I’m glad to have somebody with a book, especially if he’s paid 

for it, and the second thing is these dealers are good friends of mine and I hope it’s a 

good sales tool for them. So, if people are using that and some first time buyer - it gives 

you confidence to go ahead and take a piece that you see is in a book, and so all those 
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things are very important and understandable and certainly affected me in my early days, 

but I still say the book shouldn’t become a crutch” (WRP, 10/31/1996). 

 Their assessment of each other was that it was a very egalitarian group. “As far as 

all these collectors are concerned, an interesting feature is that everybody’s got a very 

different background.  The family life tends to be somewhat different in everybody, and 

as far as the educational level or experience, the business or professional paths that are 

taken by collectors is just a hodge-podge. There’s no consistency there in terms of who 

becomes a rug collector” (WRP, 10/30/1996).  Russ also characterized most as not 

wealthy.  In contrast to this perspective, one of the collectors of Asian material was 

considered by other interviewees to be an example of the “conspicuous display of wealth 

by colleting fast and at the height of the field’s popularity.” Another collector noted that 

in contrast to furniture collectors, whom he characterized as upper middle class, “stuffy, 

country club, WASPY,” “ruggies” were from tremendously varied backgrounds, 

including people who first developed their interest while serving in the Peace Corps.  He 

also described his collecting strategy as building a representative set because he had to do 

it economically. His collecting was driven by economics, and he couldn’t afford to follow 

“rug world fashion” and trendy carpet collecting (DW, 11/7/1996). 

 Despite varied backgrounds, their discourse separated them into two types of 

collectors: the aesthetic or emotional and the intellectual.  Konig described: 1) those who 

collect because they love the material irrespective of other factors such as whether it is 

fashionable; and, 2) those who want to know all about the material.  This parallels the 

division suggested by Hopkins based on interviews with New England rug collectors 

whom he separated into two groups: the introspective and intuitive, and the rational and 
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analytical (Hopkins, 1991:22).  These have also been termed Type A (taxonomic) and 

Type B (aesthetic) collectors (Belk, 1995; Danet and Katriel, 1989). Most of the 

collectors fell along a continuum between these endpoints, however at their most 

extreme, the categories evoke comparisons to the oppositions of being undisciplined or 

disciplined in collecting.   This dichotomy is echoed in Price’s record of the 

“incompatibility of a collector’s passion and a scholar’s erudition…For 

many…avoidance of scholarly analysis was seen not only as acceptable, but as necessary 

to satisfactory aesthetic enjoyment (1989:106).   

Rational and Analytical Collectors 
 Mr. and Mrs. W collect early American furniture, prints and what they defined as 

a fairly narrow geographic area of flat weaves.  Their perspective was that carpet 

collectors with a narrow range of interest are more likely to know “what’s going on in an 

area.”  At first, he asserted that he was not a collector; that the things they acquired were 

for the purpose of surrounding themselves with fine furnishings and objects.  They 

rotated the rugs in use and had “more than what’s out.”  They particularly talked about 

relating to the carpets as objects within a setting of the European or American furniture 

and art that would furnish a home, as opposed to carpets as non-contextualized aesthetic 

objects.  This was also expressed as his interest in understanding the marketplace where 

the weavings were produced for local use, critiquing most rug collectors as having “no 

appreciation for them as objects of material culture. The average collector doesn’t have a 

clue.  They treat them as baubles and apply the aesthetics of the western world’s art 

view.” Mr. W. expressed his preference for spending his time in a weaving area than at 

auctions, and although the issue of provenance was not his criteria in the beginning, he 
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became very interested in provenance and determined to find out more about his area of 

collecting interest. “If you understand the people, then you understand the rug better.”  

His example of the “formidable effort” of understanding a culture - something he felt 

most “ruggies” didn’t do - was that he learned Russian in his 50’s.  “A curious and 

thoughtful rug collector understands context.”  When asked about the relationship of 

scholarship to collecting, he scoffed at the concept, emphatically stating that there was no 

scholarship in the rug field; no juried journals, no graduate students. Using the field of 

furniture collecting as comparison, there was “no Winterthur program for carpets.”  

ICOC was indicted as an international set of “good ‘ol boys.”  

 The indictments articulated above and the discontinuity between collectors who 

emphasize aesthetics and those who emphasize facts or knowledge marks at its extreme a 

separation of those who traffic in the goods of the marketplace from those who traffic in 

the symbols of the academy.  Posed as an opposition, it reflects a positivist legacy where 

“…value judgments are…at best suasive and commendatory, at worst simply the emotive 

expressions of personal sentiment, and in any case neither reflecting nor producing 

genuine knowledge” and that favors “rigor and objectivity as free as possible from the 

contamination of value ascription” (Smith, 1988:19).  Another expression of this tension 

was criticism of the “commercial pollution” that was part of the Oriental rug conferences 

(WB, 11/3/1996).  

 Despite what may be portrayed as irreconcilable approaches, these differences, 

whether in collecting criteria, motivation or area operate as a field within the world of rug 

and carpet collecting where differences fall within a narrow spectrum and are actually 

convergent: “…that is, they will find satisfactions of certain kinds in the same items or 
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types of items and to select them accordingly - to the extent that the satisfactions in 

question are functions of types of needs, interest, and resources that vary individually 

within a relatively narrow spectrum, are relatively tractable to cultural channeling and 

remain fairly stable under a variety of conditions” (Smith, 1988:39, emphasis original).  

Regardless of the diversity that collectors in this “community” attribute to themselves, 

they do not constitute a wide spectrum and adhere to the logics of socially produced 

distinction presented by Bourdieu (1984).  “Indeed, it is precisely under these latter 

conditions that the value of particular objects will appear to be inherent, that distinctions 

or gradations of value among them will appear to reduce to differences in the ‘properties’ 

or ‘qualities’ of the objects themselves…a co-incidence of contingencies among 

individual subjects who interact as members of some community will operate for them as 

noncontingency and be interpreted by them accordingly” (Smith, 1988:40, emphasis 

original).  Here is where the collectors of Moroccan carpets and weavings were initially 

positioned - as non-contingent.  The value of collecting of carpets in general has a long 

history, but the introduction of a new class of materials introduced new gradations of 

value that devolved to the qualities of particular Moroccan weavings. When perceiving 

divergent tastes and preferences that challenge the field, “institutions of evaluative 

authority will be called upon repeatedly to devise arguments and procedures that validate 

the community’s established tastes and preferences” (Smith, 1988:40).  The review of 

any International Conference on Oriental Carpets program reveals this ongoing process 

of challenge and response, and the trajectory can be traced for newly developing carpet 

collecting interest areas. “Explicit aesthetic choices are in fact often constituted in 

opposition to the choices of the groups closest in social space…“ (Bourdieu, 1984:60).  
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For a collector to be distinguished in the close social space of the carpet collecting world, 

a new category of textiles must be claimed or new knowledge about the pre-existing class 

must be created.  Once a new category is accepted within the prevailing structures of 

taste, the sequence progresses to increasing specialization as collectors who follow the 

founders generate information or propose perspectives that challenge the first wave. 

 As Moroccan textile collectors sought to establish status for the region as a 

collecting endeavor, they positioned themselves not by applying divergent criteria but by 

utilizing the individual aesthetic approach found predominately in the field.  They too 

called on “evaluative authorities” including anthropology doctoral students to provide 

arguments and procedures that validated their challenge.  Exhibitions at university 

galleries, peer reviewed publications and a growing cadre of collectors who developed 

specializations in sub-regions or technical analysis of dyes or weaving structure 

completed the strategy and finalized the region’s move from outside to inside the field.  

SUMMARY 
This chapter focused on the arena of collecting as a third locus for the negotiation of 

value assigned to Moroccan weavings within the field of Oriental rugs and carpets.  The 

separation of production and use value from the object that is effected in the act of 

collecting allows the space in which the collector can create new value symbolically for 

self and literally for the object.  Their collecting discourses of personal discovery find 

practice in the motivations and strategies that resituate and reallocate criteria such as 

aesthetics.  In this process, personal profits of distinction are accrued through the shaping 

of taste and aesthetic preference in the field of collecting. 
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Chapter V: Collectors and Profits of Distinction 

 
 The discourses that surround the collecting practices of collectors and dealers of 

Moroccan carpets and flat weaves are intricately interlaced narratives of identity 

constituted through specialized knowledge, symbolic value, and personal discovery.  

Situated within the elite field of oriental rug and carpet collecting, this specialized interest 

group engaged in the practices of creating and sustaining social difference through the 

distinctive practice of collecting, a practice which creates distinction out of difference: 

“The dynamic of the field in which these goods are produced and reproduced and 

circulate while yielding profits of distinction lies in the strategies which give rise to their 

rarity and to belief in their value…”(Bourdieu, 1988:250).  This is not the collecting of 

the mass consumption market, but collecting that positioned the collector as one who 

through his/her recognition of value separate from others is thereby distinguished.  Their 

narratives reveal strategies of distinction at the individual collector level and at the level 

of this collecting sub-area; profits of distinction earned in the one fueled profits in the 

other, mutually reinforcing the strategies of creating a class of distinctive cultural goods.  

Museum exhibitions featuring both private (dealer and collector) and institutional 

collections introduced Moroccan textiles to those who were consumers, not producers of 

the cultural capital in museums (termed new audiences by museums), but more 

significantly, announced to those of equal or higher status, the symbolic struggle for the 

affirmation of specialized knowledge, economic and symbolic value, and individual 

prestige within “rugdom.”  The articles written by collectors and dealers for carpet and 

textile journals, the public lectures and private talks to rug societies, their work with this 
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anthropology graduate student, the international conferences organized around the topic 

of Moroccan carpets, flatweaves and fabrics, and the publication of exhibition and 

collection catalogs were appropriations of accepted forms for the production of taste. 

“Liking the same things differently, liking different things, less obviously marked out for 

admiration---these are some of the strategies for outflanking, overtaking and 

displacing….” dominant tastes (Bourdieu, 1988:282). During the two decades that 

spanned 1982 to 2002, the collectors and dealers of Moroccan carpets and textiles 

successfully relocated this category of objects from the outer margins of the Oriental rug 

collecting field to a position that, while not eclipsing or displacing the traditional areas of 

carpet collecting, attached aesthetic redefinition and value to the difference these textiles 

represented. 

 Bourdieu assigned taste the role of “practical operator of the transmutation of 

things into distinct signs, of continuous distributions into discontinuous oppositions; it 

raises the differences inscribed in the physical order of bodies to the symbolic order of 

significant distinctions” (1988:174).  The collecting category of rugs, carpets, flatweaves, 

and textiles can be considered continuous when juxtaposed against other material culture 

categories.  However, physical differentiations are used at a variety of levels to achieve 

symbolic re-ordering.  At the macro level, names that establish subsets such as carpets or 

flatweaves are based on difference assigned according to the technical means of 

manufacture. Carpets are defined in opposition to flatweaves since carpets are woven 

with a knotted pile surface; flatweaving techniques can include embellishments but are 

predominantly without pile surfaces, however both pile and flatwoven “rugs” functioned 

either in the past or currently in similar capacities as coverings for floor, table or 
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sleeping. The term ‘textile’ both floats above the category as an overarching term and 

within the category as a marker of non-carpet or rug objects.  The Textile Museum, 

which collects the textile arts of all eras and geographic regions, by their name, 

exemplifies the broadest use.  Similarly, ‘textile’ analysis refers to the study of weaving 

structures, fibers, dyes and other elements of the object and is not restricted to one 

category of weaving, structure or manufacture. Textiles as a category encompass a 

tremendous variety of weaving and embellishment structures, including brocade, twill, 

and embroidery as well as carpets and flatweaves, yet its “catch-all” capacity is also used 

as an equivalency for “not-carpet.”  This malleability in terminology and the discourse of 

carpet and textile collecting allows for discontinuity and the accompanying ordering and 

re-ordering depending on taste preferences. “It is no accident that, when they have to be 

justified, they are asserted purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes.” (Bourdieu, 

1988:56). 

Factors such as region of production allow for further discontinuities. This 

ascription allows distinction to be established by privileging the symbolic value of certain 

categories over others. Historically, pile rugs and carpets from Persia, Asia, India and 

Spain have been at the top of the symbolic order of Oriental rug colleting.  Since the 

1960’s, Turkish flatweaves followed close behind. Then Central Asian silks and 

embroideries, yurt and tent trappings, and North African textiles and weavings began to 

push against the field’s defined edges.  In a 1978 interview with Arthur D. Jenkins, a rug 

collector who changed the field in the 1960’s by “drawing together one of Americas 

greatest Islamic rug collections from areas and types which were unpopular even among 

the few existing collectors of the day…” (WRP, 1989:37), Russ Pickering asked what 
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area Jenkins would pioneer if he were just starting.  In response, Jenkins questioned: 

“What is a pioneering area?” to which Pickering answered: “Morocco.” Jenkins replied: 

“Oh, those coarsely woven things you and RY collect? No!”  The interview, published 

eleven years later on the occasion of an “In Memoriam” exhibition of Jenkins’ collection 

at The Textile Museum concluded with the parenthetical observation that “Not long after, 

Arthur D. Jenkins bought his first Moroccan piece, a flatweave.” (WRP, 1989:43).  The 

article was published in HALI The International Magazine of Antique Carpet and Textile 

Art.  In a single stroke, the author linked Moroccan flatweaves with a famous, taste-

making collector in the international publication whose market is collectors and dealers.   

 The aesthetic rejection expressed by Jenkins was the very hurdle that had to be 

overcome by the collectors and dealers in Moroccan textiles – to revalue the designation 

of difference (in this case inferiority) ascribed to Moroccan textiles as one of distinction, 

a distinction that would then inure to them.  The endeavor of collecting things “less 

obviously marked out for admiration,” e.g. the saddle covers and capes and flatweaves of 

Morocco exemplifies the strategy of overtaking and displacing dominant tastes 

(Bourdieu, 1988), and it brought to the foreground the basic collector questions: “Am I 

doing it right? Am I succeeding? How do I stack up?” (Hopkins, 1989:38) or what Mr. 

Barton termed “uncertainty about the right path.” (WB, 11/3/1996). Stated another way, 

these questions frame the discourse on producing and reproducing profits of distinction. 

The answers to those questions and the underlying question of distinctiveness for the 

collectors of Moroccan material meant a repositioning of aesthetic values: “I believe as 

an ART form, the Moroccan textiles will some day have a great deal of interest.  Now 

there might not be enough of them to create a great deal of hoopla for them, but as an 
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African art form… some of the pieces are of incredible quality.” (T.R., 5/26/1997, 

emphasis original).  When asked how important it was to her to have information on the 

origin of a weaving, Brooke Pickering replied: “I think there are some collectors who are 

really more interested in the connection between the object and where it comes from than 

other people….I see it more as art to tell you the truth.  I see the pieces more out of 

context.  I’m happier looking at things as art objects.” (11/2/1996).  Moroccan carpets 

and textiles had to be repositioned aesthetically as art forms rather than ethnographic or 

utilitarian forms.  The aesthetic features – color and pattern – had to be assigned to the 

top of the symbolic order, superseding the technical features of knot count and fiber 

quality.  Moroccan carpets could never compete against the Persian, Indian or Asian pile 

rugs on those terms.  Similarly, since few Moroccan carpets or textiles can be 

documented as older than the late 19th century, they could not compete in the age 

category.  So, use, technical proficiency and age had to be relegated to non-evaluative 

criteria for collecting.   

  The venues for this double re-ordering of symbolic distinction personally and for 

their collections were the locations and the forms used by the collectors and dealers in 

materials at the top of the order – the university gallery exhibit, the carpet and textile 

journals, publication of collection and exhibit catalogs, and the Oriental rug conferences.  

These privileged social spaces manifest the “aesthetic sense as the sense of distinction… 

uniting those of similar conditions while distinguishing them from all others.” (Bourdieu, 

1988:56).  Participation in an exhibition or a rug society is not the means by which these 

collectors find distinction; it is where they affirm distinction by their very presence.  

Rather, it is in the appropriation of forms for the purpose of reordering symbolic 
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distinctions within them that attaches distinction to the collector. 

 Harold Keshishian asserted that a collection reflects the vision and character of 

the collector because of the collecting area they choose as well as where they take the 

collection. (HK, 11/3/1996).  “True rug colleting is not an exercise in avarice or the 

shrewd manipulation of investments.  The collector’s knowledge, taste, and energy make 

a true collection a meaningful, coordinated whole.  Without these qualities, it is merely 

an assemblage of objects, regardless of how impressive or important each object may be 

in itself.” (Pickering, 1981:6).  The character or quality of the collector is what is 

affirmed in the capacity to appropriate objects endowed with distinctive power, and those 

with the greatest power to confer distinction are those whose pursuit and possession 

requires an expenditure “especially of the rarest and most precious thing of all - 

particularly for those whose market value give them least of it to waste - namely, time…” 

(Bourdieu, 1988:281).  The value of time in relationship to the distinction of the object 

was also the quality one dealer articulated at the core of his collecting philosophy and in 

his dismissal of the mass collecting market: “All it takes to make something a collectible 

is enough people to agree to make it that.”  In his view, that type of collecting had 

nothing to do with value because its mass production had no meaningful relationship to 

time, whereas in carpet or textile collecting, value was derived from the time it took to 

create the piece. “The worth of something should be determined by the amount of 

someone’s life that went into it.” (AT, 5/29/1997). 

 The relationship between time, the power of Moroccan collections to confer 

distinction and the ways in which the search for distinction seeks new directions as public 

taste makes them less distinctive was recognized by T.R.: “Yeah, and the people that 
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would fantasize about a Bedouin type lifestyle wouldn’t be able to afford it, whereas the 

ones that could afford it don’t have the time to even fantasize or visualize living like that. 

They never wandered around in their VW van. Ever - those people.  Now every once in a 

while we see this (Moroccan textiles) in the magazines and that tends to help with the 

idea of people buying because most people are sheep and they just follow the leaders. Ok, 

so the more you see it out there, consequently the more interest there is, but by the time 

there is an interest in something, it’s already over.  The Americans are the world’s largest 

procrastinators. So, when everyone wants it, it’s already gone.” (5/ 26/1997).  

LEGACIES 
 So what happens to these collections when their distinctiveness no longer 

differentiates the collector?  In Europe and Asia, the pattern and history of establishing 

private collections for public museums still exists (HK, 11/3/1996).  Neither the museums 

of Morocco nor museums in the U.S. currently inspire the confidence of this body of 

collectors as a final destination for the labors of their collecting efforts. They did not 

create their collections in order to leave a public legacy, and profess no interest in doing 

so.  Considering that the great Oriental rug and carpet collections in this country were 

created by collectors and donated to institutions, that entire museums were founded by 

the first generation of collectors, this is a sad commentary on museums’ abilities to 

sustain those relationships and to imaginatively translate the financial and intellectual 

contributions to highly productive periods in an institution’s earlier history into the 

contemporary world.  Over the last half-century, as public museums organized and 

invoked standards in professional conduct and operations, up to and including the legal 
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and fiduciary scrutiny of the post-Enron environment, the free-wheeling founder days of 

open access to both the collections and institutional funds for building collections has 

ended.  The ‘Collector Days’ and other similar events increasingly threw into high relief 

the tensions between trafficking in the marketplace of value and the marketplace of 

authority and expertise claimed by museums.  One of the longest-standing events has 

been “Rug Saturdays” held by the Textile Museum.  Each month, the carpets or textiles 

from a region would be featured in a “hands-on” session where collectors could examine 

the weavings, bring their examples for comparison or ask other collectors or museum 

personnel for advice.  These gatherings contained elements found in larger scale 

tournaments of value; deals could be make, the collecting competition identified and 

values confirmed.  The discourses of value and specialized knowledge were not restricted 

solely to the announced topic, and had been known to erupt into full-scale controversy 

and competition.  Several collectors observed that the Museum rules now in place for 

these events made them comparatively staid.   

 Issues of authority, access and other constraints imposed by museums reinforced a 

series of tropes that these collectors invoked to equate museums with static, inaccessible, 

dead storehouses: Brooke Pickering: “I think Dad feels very strongly.  He’s kind of anti-

museum…so I don’t think he wants to see it (the collection) go somewhere where it’s not 

going to see the light of day.” (11/3/1996).  “I hate to get involved with museums because 

there’s one or two people that believe they’re the authorities.  I must have brought in 

zillions of thousands of pots.  Someone has two Moroccan pots and they are the pure 

authority of what these are…They’re very uppity.  They’re your Ph.D. what I call know-

it-alls.  They’ve traveled once or twice to these parts of the world, and now they are the 
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world’s most authorities of all of this. Their friends are government type people that they 

have there. They think they have real ins.  They never had to establish one friend.” (TR, 

5/26/1997).  

 Marcel Korolnik’s opinion was that “if nothing happens with a collection, it is 

dead.  It has to be living.” He would prefer that each piece go to an individual, rather than 

stay hidden in a museum. Marcel: If you build up a collection like that, I think one has to 

keep in mind a possible end point to either sell or give it someday to someone.  That’s 

interesting because Morocco is a country which is busy catching up with modern times so 

they haven’t a great sense of their patrimony, right?  They have maybe half a dozen 

museums.  Most of them are lousy.  It means the good stuff leaves the country.  It ends up 

with Pickering.  It ends up with us….but maybe one day the state will say stop. Annette: 

Can’t leave. Marcel: The stuff can’t leave the country anymore.  Now this is speculation, 

but if, big if, the country of Morocco would come one day and say we want the stuff 

back, we would think this is perfectly alright.  We preserved it.  We collected it; we tried 

to give it a sense…Annette: But it would have a price. Marcel: It would have a price. 

Annette: I want, not a money price.  I want a good museum, where they are exposed, 

where they work on it.  Marcel: The stuff must be honored.  Annette: Where the walls are 

not wet.” (MK, AK, 11/1/1996). 

 This work originated from my interests in the ways in which collections in 

museums pointed more to the motivations and interests of the collector than to a culture 

of origin or the mission of the museum.  Nevertheless, I expected to find that collection 

building was a legacy project, a way to hold time at bay, to immortalize an individual’s 

life, and that such a project would more often than not seek the ‘in perpetuity’ recognition 
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and stewardship offered by museums.  The observations cited above proved otherwise, as 

did the discourse of carpet and textile collectors, and specifically the collectors and 

dealers in Moroccan carpets and flatweaves who illuminated a very different “self 

distinguishing intention.” (Bourdieu, 1988:61).  Although their efforts result in tangible 

cultural products, including collection acquisitions, books and exhibits, the process of 

creating distinction is more nuanced, personal and, in the end, ephemeral than boxing 

everything up and giving it to a museum.  In this, Benjamin’s observation becomes clear: 

“the phenomenon of collecting loses its meaning as it loses its personal owner.  Even 

though public collections may be less objectionable socially and more useful 

academically than private collections, the objects get their due only in the latter.” 

(1969:67).  

 This work analyzed three sites where the symbolic and market value for a class of 

luxury goods were transformed over a twenty-five year period.  In each arena - the 

conference, the gallery, and the collection - the narratives of the dealers and collectors of 

Moroccan carpets and flatweaves shaped the symbolic value, reordered the commodity 

trajectory of the textiles, and accrued personal distinction by creating desire in the 

marketplace. Taken as a whole, this work provides a case study of the strategies that 

elevated and reordered the symbolic distinction of one class of materials within the 

antique Oriental rug market at the end of the 20th century.   
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The Collected 

Structural Analyses: Moroccan Carpets and Textiles from Private 
Collections 

  

 The Moroccan carpets, flatweaves and textiles presented in the following analysis 

of weaving structure represent holdings from several private collections, the most 

extensive being the Pickering-Yohe collection.  The temporal scope of these collections 

primarily spans the late 19th to mid- 20th centuries and geographically encompasses the 

major weaving areas of Morocco.  These include the Berber confederations of the Middle 

and High Atlas Mountains, the Arab weavers of the Plains of Marrakech and the pile 

carpets, embroideries and brocades of urban Rabat, Meknes, and Fes.  In addition to floor 

and sleeping coverings, there are saddle covers, men’s and women’s capes or shawls, 

pillows, transport bags, tent walls, and belts. Black goat hair tents and wool and goat hair 

tent walls were woven on horizontal ground looms; pile carpets and flatweaves are 

woven on vertical upright looms.  Flatweaves are woven by women in the home as are 

most non-urban pile carpets.  Urban pile carpets such as those from Rabat are workshop 

products. Elaborate brocades were also created in workshops where men operated draw 

looms according to weaving cartoons.  Wool warps and wefts predominate in the 

selection here with cotton, silk, and rayon employed for pattern or embellishment in the 

form of fringe, knots or tassels. Commonly used weaving techniques include weft-faced 

plain weave with weft substitution, slit tapestry, and twining.  Knotted pile carpets utilize 

symmetric, asymmetric, Berber knots, or less commonly, a modified symmetric knot 

according to the region of origin.  The widespread availability of commercial dyestuffs 
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beginning in the mid-19th century and particularly during the period of the French 

Protectorate (1912-1956) provided many weavers the opportunity to replace natural dyes 

with synthetic dyes, although patterns of natural dye persistence have yet to be 

comprehensively mapped. The structural analysis research which follows was conducted 

between 1991 and 1994, and the broad overview presented here is provided solely as an 

introduction to the rich artistry and diversity of Moroccan weaving traditions manifest in 

the weavings included in this analysis.  The photographs are included by permission of 

the Near Eastern Art Research Center, Washington, D.C. and The Frank H. McClung 

Museum, University of Tennessee. 
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