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Abstract

The carpets of western and southwestern Afghanistan—particularly those produced in Herat, Farah, Nimroz,
Badghis, Ghor, and Helmand—represent some of the most distinguished expressions of Afghan folk art.
These regions, situated along the border with Iran and within the broader cultural sphere of historic
Khorasan, have long been inhabited by diverse ethnic and tribal groups such as the Baluch, Taimuri, Abdali,
and Safi, each maintaining distinctive weaving traditions. This study examines the artistic, aesthetic, and
symbolic dimensions of carpets from these provinces, seeking to uncover the visual and cultural layers
embedded in their designs. Using a descriptive—analytical approach based on field observation and archival
study, seventeen authentic carpets produced over the past seventy years were analyzed. The findings show
that these carpets can be categorized into three main types: Baluchi carpets, characterized by dense geometric
patterns and dark palettes; War carpets, integrating military motifs such as tanks, guns, and helicopters into
traditional compositions; and Pictorial carpets, which depict human figures and devotional imagery. These
categories reveal the coexistence of tradition and innovation within the weaving culture of the region,
reflecting both the endurance of nomadic symbolism and the impact of contemporary socio-political realities.
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Introduction

Carpet weaving in Afghanistan stands as one of the most enduring and expressive forms of
traditional art, deeply rooted in the cultural, economic, and spiritual life of the nation. In the western
and southwestern provinces—Herat, Farah, Nimroz, Badghis, Ghor, and Helmand—this craft
transcends mere functionality, serving as a visual record of social identity and collective memory.
Situated at the intersection of Central and South Asia, these regions have historically been a
crossroads of migration, trade, and cultural exchange. The proximity of these provinces to Iran and
their shared heritage within the cultural sphere of ancient Khorasan have profoundly influenced
local weaving aesthetics. Each ethnic group—Baluch, Taimuri, Abdali, and others—has
contributed to the region’s stylistic diversity, embedding tribal symbols and beliefs within
geometric, plant, animal, and human motifs. The combination of these forms, together with the
effects of war, displacement, and economic struggle, has produced carpets that act as both cultural
artifacts and anthropological documents. While Afghan carpets have received global attention as
commodities, scholarly research has tended to emphasize their economic value, production
techniques, or war imagery, often neglecting their formal, symbolic, and aesthetic dimensions.
Moreover, decades of political instability and limited field access have constrained the development
of systematic studies on the visual culture of Afghan textiles. This research seeks to fill that gap by
analyzing the design structures and symbolic vocabulary of carpets from western and southwestern
Afghanistan, addressing how traditional forms have adapted to modern realities.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive—analytical methodology combining qualitative fieldwork, visual
analysis, and comparative literature review. Seventeen representative carpets produced between
1950 and 2020 were selected from private collections and museum archives in Herat, Farah, and
Kabul. Data Collection was done through visual inspection, photography, and interviews with local
weavers were conducted to document technical features, motifs, and contextual information. The
motifs were classified according to their structural composition (geometric, vegetal, animal, human)
and symbolic function (ritual, decorative, documentary). Formal analysis focused on line, symmetry,
and composition, while contextual interpretation drew upon ethnographic and historical sources
(Sistani, 1991; Spooner, 2011).

The research area covers six provinces in western and southwestern Afghanistan. These include
Herat, the historical hub of artistic production; Badghis, known for mountainous pastures and
strong tribal traditions; Farah and Nimroz, where Baluchi communities dominate weaving; Ghor,
a highland region with ancient textile history; and Helmand, whose patterns often reference the
symbolism of the Helmand River and its surrounding oases.

Results

Classification of Carpet Types

Table 1. The visual and structural analysis identified three dominant categories of carpets in the study area:

Type Visual Characteristics Dominant Motifs Symbolic Associations
Baluchi Dense geomettric layout; predominantly dark ~ Hooked lozenges, stepped Nomadic resilience,
Carpets brown, indigo, and crimson tones; small- medallions, stylized trees protection, fertility

scale repetition

War Incorporation of weapons and military Tanks, rifles, helicopters Response to war;
Carpets vehicles within traditional layouts combined with flowers or  coexistence of trauma and

animals tradition
Pictorial Figural representations and narrative scenes; ~ Human portraits, shrines, Devotion, memory,
Carpets naturalistic color use calligraphic panels personal and tribal identity
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Common Motifs and Structural Patterns
Several recurring motifs appear across all categories:

e “PaMorghi” (Star or Foot-of-Bird): Repeated cross-shaped form used along borders, creating
rhythmic continuity.

e “Parwana” (Butterfly): Two conjoined triangles symbolizing beauty and transformation.

e “Morgh-e-Joft” (Paired Birds): Symmetrical birds sharing a central axis, signifying harmony
and marital unity.

e “Abroye Arosi” (Bridal Eyebrow): Wave-like lines placed in rhythmic succession, denoting
femininity and aesthetic grace.

e “Kheshtah” (Panel or Tile): Square or lozenge shapes filled with floral units, reinforcing spatial
order.

These motifs demonstrate both formal discipline—through symmetry and repetition—and symbolic
depth, reflecting concepts of life, continuity, and divine protection.

Discussion

The carpets of western and southwestern Afghanistan represent a complex synthesis of tradition,
cultural memory, and historical experience. Far from functioning merely as utilitarian or decorative
objects, these textiles operate as visual texts through which communities articulate identity, belief
systems, and responses to social change. The analysis of patterns and motifs demonstrates that carpet
weaving in this region is deeply embedded in collective memory and symbolic thought.

A defining characteristic of these carpets is their commitment to continuity and ancestral symbolism.
The geometric order, symmetry, and rhythmic repetition found particularly in Baluchi and tribal
weavings reflect a worldview grounded in balance, stability, and cosmological order. Dark chromatic
palettes—dominated by indigo, brown, and deep red—resonate with the arid landscape and nomadic
heritage of the region while conveying endurance and restraint. Motifs such as stars, paired birds, and
the “bridal eyebrow” function not merely as decorative elements but as mnemonic devices that
transmit cultural meanings across generations, preserving visual languages that predate modern political
boundaries.

At the same time, Afghan carpet art demonstrates a remarkable capacity for adaptation. The emergence
of war carpets from the late twentieth century marks a critical transformation in which traditional
design systems absorb contemporary realities. In carpets produced in areas such as Herat and Farah,
images of tanks, helicopters, and firearms are integrated into established geometric frameworks of
medallions and borders. This juxtaposition does not celebrate violence; rather, it translates collective
trauma into patterned form. Through this process, the carpet becomes a medium for negotiating
memory, allowing weavers to domesticate disruptive expetiences within familiar visual structures.
Pictorial carpets from regions such as Adreskand and Eradat representa further stage in this evolution.
By incorporating human figures, faces, and sacred architectural elements, these works move beyond
abstract symbolism toward narrative and representational imagery. This shift reflects an increasing
personalization of artistic expression and suggests changing social conditions, including greater
exposure to urban environments, religious devotion, and diasporic influences. While still grounded in
tradition, these carpets signal an expanded visual vocabulary and a more individualized mode of
storytelling,

Symbolism remains central across all categories. Birds evoke freedom and spiritual transcendence; trees
signify continuity and regeneration; stars embody divine order and protection. Even modern motifs
associated with warfare acquire symbolic resonance when woven into traditional compositional
systems. The persistence of geometric discipline within these hybrid designs reflects a belief in the
stabilizing and restorative power of structure—an aesthetic response to instability that grants Afghan
carpets both visual coherence and spiritual depth.

The act of weaving itself holds anthropological significance. Primarily undertaken by women, carpet
production is a communal and gendered practice through which oral traditions, rituals, and emotional
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experiences are materialized. Each carpet encodes a dialogue between individual expression and
collective norms, transforming personal memory into shared cultural form. Through choices of motif,
color, and rhythm, weavers embed lived experience within inherited visual systems.

Ultimately, the carpets of western and southwestern Afghanistan function as woven archives of
resilience. Their evolving iconography reflects both the endurance of traditional knowledge and the
ability of artisans to respond creatively to historical upheaval. By integrating contemporatry realities into
enduring visual frameworks, these carpets continuously renew cultural heritage rather than merely
preserving it.

Conclusion

The carpets of western and southwestern Afghanistan embody the resilience and adaptability of
Afghan cultural expression. Through intricate relationships between geometry, color, and symbolism,
they document the interplay of tradition, modernity, and conflict. This study demonstrates that such
carpets function as visual archives that record collective memory and social transformation.

Baluchi carpets sustain ancestral formal systems; war carpets translate experiences of violence and
displacement into patterned narratives; pictorial carpets articulate more personal and devotional
dimensions of identity. Together, these categories reveal weaving as a mode of cultural storytelling and
symbolic resistance. Given ongoing social and political change, the documentation and scholarly
analysis of these textiles are essential for understanding Afghanistan’s living heritage. Future
interdisciplinary research combining ethnography, visual semiotics, and digital archiving can further
lluminate how Afghan weavers continue to negotiate identity, memory, and creativity through the
loom.
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Figure 13. Afghan war picture rug (Bonyhady Figure 12. Afhan war picture rug
et al., 2003: 27) (Spooner 2011. 19)
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Table 3. Images of specific motifs in carpets of western and southwestern Afghanistan
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