








A Rare Aubusson Mamluk Carpet

An exceptional Aubusson Mamluk carpet was recently rediscovered. Preserved in the United
States, it is a rare carpet from this group, produced during the 18th century, restored,
maintaining its integrity. This piece illustrates the perfect integration of European production
with one of the most beautiful oriental examples.

By Elisabeth Floret, expert at Versailles Court

“Mamluks” and “Aubusson” are two terms that are contradictory at first glance. Mamluk
carpets represent the active Turkish production during the 15th and 16th centuries. Very specific
in their composition and colors, they are represented in important collections, including the
Metropolitan Museum, the Louvre, in Vienna, Berlin and in the Bardini and Bernheimer
collections (1). They are a reflection of the very brilliant period of 250 years, starting in 1517, when

the Mamluk Empire held sway not only in Turkey and Palestine but also in Libya, Syria and Egypt.

For a long time, the precise origin of the Mamluk carpets was a debate among specialists. Carlo
Maria Suriama, in his last article (2), made his passionate point of the debate, like other
specialists over the years, including Friedrich Sarre, Ernst Kuhnel and Charles Grant Ellis. The
points of view vary, taking into consideration the technical and historical, but the question
remains: are these carpets from Cairo or Damascus? From Egypt, Syria or even the Maghreb?
Were they made in two weaving centers or more? The inclusion of two Mamluk carpets in the
remarkable exhibit at the Institute du Monde Arabe, “Le Ciel dans un tapis (The Sky in a
Carpet)” offered a new question (3). These luxurious carpets, not be confused with tribal or
prayer carpets, were bought by dignitaries or princes from the Levant and exported to the ports
of Venice, Marseilles or even Holldand. Included in the General Furniture Inventory of the Crown
for Louis XIV are Persian and Turkish carpets with descriptions similar to those found today (4).
From all the evidence, it is not unlikely that the popularity of the Mamluk design inspired
European weavers.

Aubusson 1743-1750: Turkish Taste

During the middle of the 18th century, this precise style emerged at the Aubusson workshops.
What is known as the Royal Manufactory at Aubusson, was in reality multiple private workshops
weaving tapestries since 1665. In 1743, the Royal Administration decided that Aubusson could
also weave carpets. The reasons were economic and social, and simultaneously responded to
the demand for carpets (5). At the time, all the important homes used carpets in their
decoration schemes. Another advantage was that the cost of weaving carpets in France was less
than importing them and one could more easily order the exact size and tailor the carpet to
accommodate a fireplace surround or architectural element.

Looking at records from a 15 year period gives us an important look at the evolution of the
Aubusson workshops. The administration handled all the consignments. Several times, the
copying of Turkish carpet was formulaic; other times it was purely a copy of the technique. The
director of the French East India Company, a Mr. Castagnet, brought to France a Persian or
Turkish carpet which served as the model. The first carpet was for Cardinal de Rohan of
Strasbourg, commissioned through the merchant Mage and Dessarteaux, and woven by Picon.
It is in the Turkish taste, and specifically inspired by Ushak (Smyrna) examples and displays the
coat-of-arms of the Cardinal (6).

French carpets were of a general type intimately linked with the oriental world, and provided the
inspiration for Savonnerie carpets during the 17th century and through the 18th century for
Aubusson. It also became the generic term for knotted pile woven carpets “tapis du Levant
facon de Turquie et Perse.” It is not a matter of precise provenance but of Levantine origin, that
is to say Oriental, also encompassing Turkey and Persia. These carpets were admired by
aristocrats, including Madame de Pompadour, members of the clergy, for at this time, the title of
a cardinal represented all the religious functions as well as the advantages and privileges of high
clergy, abolished later during the Revolution. The Palaces of cardinals were filled with refined and
rich collections; the Cardinal of Tencin among the finest.

The Cardinal of Tencin Carpet, model of success

From 1735, Jean-Joseph Dumons, painter to the King, was responsible for the drawings and
designs of carpets. Beginning on March 20th, 1731, he was in charge of drawings for tapestries,
in the well-known Aubusson Chinoisserie tapestries, in collaboration with Boucher. On 17
September 1743, he was put in charge of designs of carpets for the floor with the assignment of
three design per year, and was given a workshop in the Louvre, in addition he traveled to
Aubusson to oversee the weaving and dying of the wool. This assignment was limited in 1748 to
only one design per year. In 1745, twenty-seven carpets were woven; one of the designs we know
was copied exactly from a Turkish carpet. Unfortunately, neither the carpet nor the design exists
and it is only recorded as “a Turkish or Persian carpet” with the size. However, correspondence
between the workshop and inspectors cite several times the carpet for the Cardinal of Tencin
where the field of the carpet is described which corresponds to a description of a Mamluk
carpet: “in the compartments with a blue field filled with red moulinets, outlined with blue
moulinets on a red field.” This document in the “Examination of two new pile Aubusson
carpets” (7) relates to the carpet of the Cardinal of Tencin, replicating a Mamluk carpet, and
served as a model and reference for other carpets until 1751. A note, not dated, explains that
Dumons made eight different drawings and he had to go to Versailles, to obtain advice from the
Administration, in order to copy the carpet of Cardinal of Tencin. This suggests that the carpet
for the Cardinal of Tencin was met with success (8).

The Hakimian Collection Carpet

Several fragments that have been offered at auction correspond to the description of the carpet
of the Cardinal of Tencin, but the carpet in the Hakimian, showing here, is unique for it shows
the entire coherent design, in a large size, implying without a doubt that it was intended for a
ceremonial destination. Today, one would call it “Aubusson Carpet of Mamluk Design”, grouping
it with others from the 18th century.

The provenance of this carpet is difficult to establish because it is not listed between 1743 and
1746. Carpets often went through members of the trade subsidized by the King and often
changed hands with the two Aubusson merchants in Paris on rue de la Huchette, at the sign
with an image of St. Andre: Pierre Mage and Jacques Dessarteaux. They enjoyed the privilege of
a monopoly of pile carpets for the floor in the Turkey and Persian style for ten years 10 May 1746.
They were subcontractors for Picon, Charles and Pajon.






