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Masterpiece 
of the Renaissance –
the Azerbaijani carpet 

Sabina TUMANSKA YA

SO MANY EXCITING MOMENTS - DEEP-SEATED ADMIRATION, SURPRISE, SUSPENSE AND SUCH A CONSTANT DESIRE TO 
SOLVE THE MYSTERY OF CHARACTERS INTERWOVEN IN A COLORFUL CLOTH. PEERING INTO STRANGE PATTERNS AND ADMIR-
ING THE COLORS, WE RARELY THINK THAT THE CARPET IS ALSO A TICKET TO THE MUSEUM OF ART HISTORY...

14th century. Medieval Europe 
was tired of boredom. Wealth no lon-
ger brought the erstwhile satisfaction. 
The huge, but cold castles of the no -
bility choked their owners with damp-
ness and caused apath y. Something 
new, as bright as a flash, was needed.

Meanwhile, the expressive Italians 
were experimenting with ar t forms 
and embodied their fantasies in ev-
eryday objects. Luxurious furnishings, 
exquisite tableware, elegant chande -
liers and gold and silv er trinkets were 
all exported to Europe and bewitched 
the minds of various groups.

But the most impor tant item of 

Domenico di Bartolo. “The Rearing and Marriage of Female Foundlings”
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export was visual ar ts. It spread due 
to the craze for religious pictures. Both 
the nobility and r epresentatives of 
the lower strata of society were deter-
mined to have their own “iconostasis”. 
Orders came fr om all sides , and the 
production of por traits of the Virgin 
Mary, Jesus Chr ist and patr on saints 
was put on str eam. Everyone could 
own pictures, albeit small . Art came 
to every home, and it was almost im-
possible to find a person t o whom it 
would be alien. A new page of history 

was born – an era that changed f or-
ever the consciousness , culture and 
life of society - the Renaissance.

A few centuries earlier. Italian 
merchants are engaged in ac tive 
trade between Western Europe and 
the Orient. Azerbaijani carpets draw 
particular attention from Venetian 
merchants. Buying them fr om travel-
ers, diplomats, and mer chants from 
the East, the Italians re-sell the carpets 
to European royal people. Products 
with hunting scenes , geometric pat-

terns and beautiful floral desig ns cost 
a lot of money. The carpet becomes a 
symbol of power and is available only 
to kings and the high spiritual nobility. 
Together with symbolism, its sacr ed 
significance also grows. Brought from 
unknown, almost fair y-tale countries, 
the carpet appears only where there is 
a place for the inexplicable and divine 
principle. It is treated with great trepi-
dation not only by or dinary mortals, 
but also the powers that be.

With the beg inning of the Cru-
sades, the mass importation of carpets 
into Europe starts. Iran, Turkey, Azer-
baijan and Central Asia - more than a 
dozen countries from which car pets 
are imported become identical f or 
the Europeans. In this flow, Azerbaijani 
carpets lose their or iginal name and 
are now increasingly referred to as “ori-
ental,” “Persian” or “Turkish”.

15th century. Europe, engulfed in 
a passionate interest in art, studies the 
painting, ancient literature and artistic 
traditions of other nations . Carpets 
are an in valuable source of inf orma-
tion about the cultur e of the Or ient 
and another means of self-expression. 
When decorating the vast halls of 
their castles with car pets, the nobility 
meets several requirements at once . 
First, against the back drop of a mag-
nificent carpet, one could f eel like a 
royal person. Second, the presence of 
carpets demonstrated the pr osperity 
and enlightenment of their owners . 
Third, the carpet retained warmth and 
created comfort, turning dull spaces 
into a belov ed home. The desire to 
present oneself in a g rand manner 
gives rise to the fashion of wall paint -
ing. Orders for their own por traits 
come from kings, courtiers, priests, 
and even merchants. Most of them 
want to be painted against the back -
ground of the car pet, which r emains 
a symbol of pow er and in volvement 
in the innermost. All those who ha ve 
money become characters of glorious 
scenes. Europe is ov erwhelmed by a 
wave of unprecedented ambition.

Following tradition

Hans Memling. “The Virgin and Child with an Angel” 
from the collection of the National Gallery in London
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Time of paint ers. The art of the 
Renaissance surprised and praised . It 
lauded both heroes and their creators. 
Painters turned out of ordinary crafts-
men into people who w ere awarded 
the friendship of the highest ar istoc-
racy. In addition to wealth and fame, 
the Renaissance br ought artists free-
dom and the opportunity to embody 
original ideas in their w orks. Religious 
themes, as bef ore, were primary, but 
now they reflected the characters and 
philosophy of modern times.

The nobility’s collections were in-
finitely replenished with foreign mod-
els of ar tistic thought, immediat ely 
taken up by local craf tsmen. Schools 
of painting complement ed and en-
riched each other , while t endencies 

smoothly turned into a quest for new 
artistic forms. For example, symbolism 
characteristic of the works of the then 
Dutch masters became fir mly estab-
lished in the Italian school of painting. 
One of the main symbols of the era of 
the exaltation of man t ook an honor-
ary place on the paintings of 15th- and 
16th-century European artists. It was 
the Azerbaijani carpet.

Van Eyck. “The Madonna 
with Canon van der P aele”, 1436. 
Groeninge Museum, Bruges .
A throne in a hall of complex ar chi-
tectural design. The Madonna and 
Child are sitting on it. On their r ight is 
St. Donatian in a blue r obe, bordered 
by gold. On their lef t is St. Geor ge, an 
elegant young man in hea vy armor. Pinturicchio’s “Scenes from the Life 

of Aeneas Silvio Piccolomini” 

Van Eyck. “The Madonna with Canon van der Paele”, 1436. Groeninge Museum, Bruges.
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Between Madonna and St. Geor ge is 
Canon Joris van der Paele on his knees. 
The face of the canon, wr itten by the 
artist with ph ysiognomic precision 
and without embellishment, leaves no 
doubt that he is not only the one who 
ordered the pic ture, but also its main 
character. Again, the idea is t o belong 
to the great, and again, the main tool is 
the carpet. At the foot of Mary’s throne 
there is a per fect sample of the “Zey-
va” carpet composition of the Guba 
school, which was skillfully used by the 
great Dutch artist Jan van Eyck to con-
vey the naturalistic environment.

Hans Memling. He is of ten com-
pared to Van Eyck, who lived forty years 
earlier. Indeed, the t wo geniuses of 
their country and era appealed t o the 
sublime, using the same t echniques. 

The portraits of both masters have the 
same theme and st yle of writing. And 
yet they ar e different. Memling cre-
ates touching faces untainted by vices. 
Symbols in his paintings ar e designed 
to emphasize the beauty and harmony 
of the images . The Azerbaijani carpet 
habitually lies under the f eet of M a-
donna, like in Van Eyck’s pictures, but 
even here, the ar tist is guided by his 
peculiar transmission of per ception. 
Memling finds the appropriate picture 
and tone in the carpets of the Shirvan 
and Karabakh schools. They are en-
graved in “The Virgin and Child with 
an Angel” from the collec tion of the 
National Gallery in London and in the 
“Portrait of a Young Man” kept in the 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts in Brussels. 
Azerbaijani carpets are also f ound in 

many other paintings of the artist.
Antonello da Messina. “St. Sebas-

tian”, 1475. Picture Gallery, Dresden.
The boy, whose beautiful body is 

pierced by arrows and cut by ropes, is 
surprisingly calm. The familiar image of 
an emaciated martyr, which appeared 
in paintings by 15th-century Italian art-
ists, was replaced by Antonello’s lively 
character. The Neapolitan ar tist por-
trayed him against the background of 
a quiet and comfortable town, bathed 
in sunlight. I n this carefree world en-
gulfed in dozing, citizens are engaged 
in their usual chor es. The carpets, 
which dreamy girls hung to air on the 
balustrade, stress the atmospher e of 
carelessness best of all . The artist did 
not recreate patterns of A zerbaijani 
carpets on his pic ture accidentally. 
They are a bright detail of a near -per-
fect city, where there is a place for ev-
erything but mercy for a dying saint...

Carlo Crivelli. “The Annunciation”, 
1486. The National Gallery, London.

Rich colors, building of perspec-
tive, a huge amount of detail that 
can be consider ed to infinity, and of 
course, deep symbolism ha ve caused 
genuine delight in the view er for sev-
eral centuries. Crivelli’s picture displays 
two events at once - M ary getting 
good news and A scoli Piceno receiv-
ing administrative autonomy from 
the papacy, as narrated by the inscrip-
tion “Libertas Ecclesiastica” (Liberty of 
the Church), and St. Emidius show-
ing a model of the pr otective city to 
the Archangel Gabriel. On the br idge, 
where the townspeople are reading a 
joyful message from the Pope and over 
the room of the descent of the Holy 
Spirit, carpets of the G anja-Gazakh 
school appear as a br ight spot. Recre-
ated by the ar tist with amazing accu-
racy, the carpets emphasize the sacred 
meaning of the pic ture. The two story 
lines are the two carpets shown exact-
ly where the main events unfold.

Hans Holbein. “The Ambassadors”, 
1533. The National Gallery, London.

The picture of the g reat German 

Following tradition

Hans Memling. “Portrait of a Young Man” kept in the Royal Museums of 
Fine Arts in Brussels
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artist, “The Ambassadors”, is insanely 
popular, and all because of a distorted 
object placed in the foreground of the 
picture. If you look at it from the side, it 
will transpire that it is a skull shown in 
a special form of perspective, anamor-
phosis, which was first descr ibed by 
Leonardo da Vinci. In addition, it is not 
the only skull. The second one can be 
seen if you view the first one thr ough 
a magnifying glass. One w ould think 
why this strange objec t was placed 
at the f eet of Jean de Dint eville, the 
French ambassador at the cour t of 
Henry VIII, and his fr iend Georges de 
Selve, Bishop of La vaur? In this puz-
zling picture, each of the things is a 
very interesting source of information 
about the life and passions of its char-
acters, but all t ogether they ar e only 
a means of conveying the idea of   the 
inevitability of death. The psalm “Lord 
Save Our Souls” is a lute whose strings 

sing about the waste of time, a globe 
symbolizing the sinful mor tal world - 
all under a k ind of altar of k nowledge 
decorated with an A zerbaijani carpet. 
Today, Holbein’s name is associat ed 
not only with the dynast y of talented 
artists, but also with the t ype of car -
pets shown in his works.

While painting the Siena hospital 
Santa Maria della Scala in 1442, the 
Italian painter Domenico di Bar tolo 
created the mural “The Rearing and 
Marriage of Female Foundlings”, which 
depicts a carpet of the Gazakh group. 
One of these car pets is known as the 
“Battle of the Phoenix and the Dragon”. 
It was woven in the 15th century and is 
kept in the Museum of Ar ts in Ber lin. 
Pinturicchio’s “Scenes from the Lif e 
of Aeneas Silvio Piccolomini” and Do-
menico Morone’s “The Birth of Saint 
Thomas” - there are a number of works 
by European artists, in which the Azer-

baijani carpet appears in its glor y, re-
flecting the principles and philosophy 
of the Renaissance.

It must be not ed that all these 
carpets are still w oven in A zerbaijan. 
They are created by or dinary people 
who are far fr om knowledge of ar t 
history, but they ar e the cust odians 
of the genetic memor y of genera-
tions, which cannot be erased . This 
is especially impor tant today, when 
the carpet has become an instrument 
of political war fare. Today Armenian 
sources deliberately distort the his-
tory of the A zerbaijani carpet, falsify 
facts and misappr opriate achieve-
ments. But we all know that the truth 
cannot be concealed - sooner or later, 
every secret is r evealed. Tested for 
centuries and inscribed in the history 
of world art forever, the A zerbaijani 
carpet is on the thr eshold of its own 
Renaissance era... 

Antonello da Messina. “St. Sebastian”, 
1475. Picture Gallery, Dresden

Hans Holbein. “The Ambassadors”, 1533. The National Gallery, London


