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Abstract

Until the mid-19th century, Oriental carpets remained relatively unfamiliar in the
United States due to limited availability. However, following World War I, the
expansion of American infrastructure facilitated increased imports, which in turn
heightened demand for these carpets. It was within this context that the Hajji Baba
Club was founded in New York in 1932.

This study examines the role of the Hajji Baba Club in establishing Oriental
carpet studies as a recognized scholarly field in the United States. It addresses two
central questions: How did the club emerge within the socio-cultural landscape of
the early twentieth century? And what influence did it exert on the scholarly study
and collecting of Oriental carpets?

Employing a social-historical framework and qualitative methodology, this
research draws on archival materials and library resources. The findings suggest that
the Hajji Baba Club played a pivotal role in shaping systematic scholarship and
serious collecting practices. Founded during a downturn in the commercial carpet
market, the club responded to a growing cultural and artistic interest in carpets. By
bridging commercial and academic interests, it fostered deeper inquiry into rural and
tribal carpets and, through exhibitions, publications, and expert collaboration,
significantly contributed to the recognition of carpets.
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Introduction

Until the nineteenth century, Eastern carpets attracted little attention in the United
States. Most floor coverings were factory-made imports from Britain. Because of
their high cost, Eastern carpets were luxury items used mainly for decorative
purposes by the aristocracy. In the late nineteenth century, however, the economic
growth of the Second Industrial Revolution created a new class of American
consumers with greater purchasing power and access to luxury goods, including
Eastern carpets. At the same time, multinational companies began investing in Iran,
Turkey, and India, initiating mass production of carpets. Improved transportation
and commercial exchange facilitated their entry into the U.S. market, while
international exhibitions and Islamic art showcases further introduced these textiles
to wider audiences.

World War I (1914-1918) shifted financial and human capital from Europe to
the United States, making it one of the main centers of demand for Eastern carpets.
Alongside consumers, collectors and scholars also became interested in these
textiles. The market flourished until the 1929 stock market crash and the Great
Depression, which severely disrupted trade. In response, a group of carpet experts
and collectors in New York founded the Hajji Baba Club in 1932. From the
beginning, the club emphasized not only collecting and decorative use but also
scholarly inquiry, classification, and evaluation.

This study examines the influence of the Hajji Baba Club on the academic study
of Eastern carpets in the United States, focusing on New York. The main research
question is: how did the club emerge within the sociocultural context of early
twentieth-century America, and what role did it play in transforming the study and
collecting of Eastern carpets?

The investigation is significant due to the lack of Persian-language scholarship
on the Hajji Baba Club. Existing studies in English and other languages have mainly
addressed its history or described collections without analyzing the sociocultural

motivations behind its formation

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a social history approach and qualitative data analysis. Sources

include library and archival research, with note-taking as the principal method of
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data collection. The study focuses on the period between the club’s founding in 1932
and the death of its founder in 1959, years crucial for its institutional development.

Discussion & Result

The findings show that the Hajji Baba Club, founded in New York in 1932, played a
pivotal role in developing carpet scholarship and collecting practices in the United
States. The club emerged during the economic depression, when the commercial
carpet market was in decline, but scholarly and collecting interest was rising. Its
establishment marked a turning point in U.S. carpet studies by bridging enthusiasts,
collectors, and academics within a structured environment.

At the time, the American carpet market had two dominant orientations: a
commercial approach centered on trade and a scholarly one emphasizing systematic
analysis and classification from artistic and cultural perspectives. The Hajji Baba
Club successfully integrated these tendencies.

One of its most notable achievements was promoting appreciation of rural and
nomadic carpets. Earlier collectors focused on historical court carpets, but members
of the Hajji Baba Club valued the aesthetic and cultural importance of tribal rugs.
By studying these textiles, they gained deeper insights into local weaving traditions
and indigenous motifs.

The club also contributed to the documentation and classification of Eastern
carpets in the United States. Prominent scholars such as Arthur Upham Pope, May
H. Beattie, Charles Grant Ellis, and Richard Ettinghausen analyzed design, color,
weaving techniques, and regional distributions. These studies established Eastern
carpets as subjects of cultural and artistic research rather than mere commercial
commodities.

Although primarily scholarly, the club also influenced the American carpet
market. Many members were prominent collectors who set standards for collecting
and introduced scientific methods of assessment. These efforts heightened
awareness of authenticity, weaving technique, and material quality, ultimately
improving collecting practices.

In sum, the Hajji Baba Club provided a platform that linked scholarship,
collecting, and the marketplace. It fostered intellectual engagement, established
criteria for evaluation, and encouraged the recognition of carpets as cultural artifacts

worthy of academic study.
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Conclusion

The Hajji Baba Club’s legacy rests in its dual contribution to scholarship and
collecting. It elevated tribal and nomadic carpets to the level of serious study,
documented and classified Eastern rugs with scientific rigor, and influenced the
American market by setting new standards for authenticity and quality. By creating
a bridge between scholarship, collecting, and commerce, the club transformed the
perception of Eastern carpets in the United States.

Thus, the Hajji Baba Club was not only a social association of collectors but also
an institution that shaped the intellectual and cultural history of carpet studies in

America during the mid-twentieth century.
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