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Abstract

This study investigates the origins of the similarities between Sistani and
Turkmen carpets, which have been noted by numerous scholars. One of
the shared motifs in both regions is the horse and camel footprint design,
known as "Meddakhani" and "Chapatt-e Shotr" in Sistan and as "Mari
Gul" and "Filpi Gul" among Turkmen tribes. The research aims to examine
the influence of cross-cultural interactions on the emergence of these
shared motifs in Sistani and Turkmen carpets.The central question
addressed is: What explains the similarities in carpet motifs between
Turkmen and Sistani tribes, particularly through the study of the horse and
camel footprint design? Using a comparative-analytical method, the study
analyzes both causal variables (including cross-cultural relationships) and
non-causal variables (the horse and camel footprint motifs) across eight
purposefully selected carpet samples. The findings reveal that the
similarities in motifs stem from the intercultural connections between the
ancestors of these groups. The Saka people, who played a pivotal role in
shaping the culture and geography of modern-day Sistan, originally
inhabited Central Asia. The Oghuz tribes, ancestors of the Turkmen,
migrated eastward to Central Asia over successive centuries and engaged
in cultural exchanges with the indigenous Saka populations. These
interactions led to a distinct shared lifestyle and, ultimately, to the
development of common motifs in their carpets.
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The Influence of Intercultural Historical ...

Introduction

The motifs in a people’s carpets reflect their
traditions, beliefs, myths, and other aspects of
their way of life. For centuries, the nomadic
lifestyle of tribes kept them in constant cultural
exchange with neighboring communities,
leading to the gradual adoption of certain
cultural elements. Today, however, the settled
lives of the Sistani and Turkmen peoples have
altered their traditional lifestyles, causing the
ancient origins and meanings of many tribal
carpet motifs to fade into obscurity. As a result,
understanding and decoding these motifs
requires historical and anthropological study.
Among the most common motifs in Turkmen
and Sistani carpets is the footprint of the horse
and camel. This design appears strikingly
similar in both cultures, sparking ongoing
debate about the reasons behind this
resemblance. Scholars have noted undeniable
similarities in the motifs of these regions’
carpets, yet no comprehensive study has
independently examined this connection. The
primary goal of this research is to investigate
the reasons for these similarities through a case
study of the camel footprint motif in the carpets
of these regions.

Materials and Methods

To address the research questions and examine
the intercultural connections between the
Sistani and Turkmen peoples, a comparative-
analytical method was employed. This
approach allows for the examination of
similarities and differences in the carpet motifs
of these two groups. The study considers both
causal and non-causal variables as the basis for
analysis.

e Causal variables include the historical
background of the tribes, shared
beliefs and values, and the significance
of horses and camels within these
cultures.

e Non-causal variables involve the
identification of the horse and camel
footprint motif, analysis of its
structural design, and a study of color
usage in Turkmen and Sistani carpets.

The study population consists of all carpets
woven with the horse and camel footprint motif
by Iranian Turkmen and Sistani tribes. From
these, eight carpets were purposefully selected
as representative samples, with each sample
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comprising four panels. The research corpus
includes:

e 2 designs with Mari Gul motif

e 2 designs with Filpi Gul motif

e 2 designs with Maddakhani motif

e 2 designs with Chapatt-e Shotr (camel

footprint) motif

This structured approach ensures a thorough
investigation into the cultural and artistic
connections behind these shared motifs.

Discussion and Findings
Examining the Historical Relationships
between the Sistani and Turkmen Tribes :

The Scythians were a group of nomadic and
Aryan Iranian and Eastern tribes. They lived in
various regions from the northern steppes and
mountainous areas of Siberia, to the south of
the Aral Sea and Caspian Sea, from the east to
the Yenisei River in the Minusinsk Valley
including former Turkestan and Mongolia, and
from the west to the Danube River. The name
"Sakas" in recent research is given to ancient
tribes of northeastern Central Asia and eastern
Turkestan to distinguish them from the
Massagetae of the Aral region and Scythians of
the Pontic steppes. These tribes are said to have
spoken Iranian languages and engaged in
nomadic pastoralism .Sakas settled in Iran at

different periods, with their largest settlement
in eastern Iran known as Sakestan, previously
called Zarang before the Sakas migration. The
term “"Sakestan" means "land of the Sakas".
After the Arab conquest of Iran, the Sakestan
region became "Sajestan or Sagestan™ and then
became known as Sistan, which it is still called
today .Turks are an ethnic group that emerged
from mixing with the "Hu" people in Ping-
Liang. In Chinese, the term "Hu" means
barbarian, specifically referring to Iranian
peoples. Some historians believe that parts of
Sakas tribes influenced this mixing. The Huns
were a nomadic and desert-dwelling people
who lived in Central Asia, the Caucasus and
Eastern Europe between the 4th and 6th
centuries AD. According to European reports,
their first presence was east of the Volga River,
which at that time was considered part of
Scythian territory .Over the centuries, the

population of the Central Asian steppes was
gradually replaced by nomadic Turkic peoples
of East Asia who moved from Mongolia and
became Turkic-speaking. After the collapse of
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the Gokturk Empire, a group of Turks called
"Oghuz" separated from them and
migratedfrom the Orkhon regions towards the
Syr Darya and Aral. The term "Turkmen" first
appeared in the late 10th century AD, with
studies showing that non-Muslim Oghuz called
Muslim Oghuz "Turkmen". They shared
commonalities with various tribes including
the indigenous Scythians of this region, the
Massagetae living in the areas beyond the
Caspian Sea, as well as some Parthian lineages
common ritual beliefs between Sakas and
Turks :Ritual and supernatural beliefs played a

significant role in the lifestyle of ancient
societies. Among the common ritual beliefs in
the ancient world of Central Asia, shamanism
and totemism can be mentioned. These beliefs
were prevalent among both Scythians and later
among Turks .Shamanism existed as the

dominant religious, social, and cultural system
of the Oghuz (Turkmen) before their
conversion to Islam. Despite accepting Islam,
traces of shamanic practices can still be found
in their ritual ceremonies today .Totemism was

one of the beliefs of primitive tribes in which
humans had a mystical relationship with a
physical object, such as certain animals or
plants. The totem symbol was typically used as
an emblem of a group, such as a tribe or clan .

Totems including horses, rams, goats, and
various birds are common among the artifacts
left by Scythians and Turkmens. The symbols
of these totems can also be observed in carpet
designs .This text highlights the shared spiritual

and cultural practices between ancient
Scythian and Turkic peoples, particularly
focusing on shamanism and totemism. It notes
that despite later religious changes like the
adoption of Islam, some of these ancient beliefs
and symbols persisted in Turkic cultures, even
appearing in their traditional arts like carpet-
making.

significance of horses and camels among
nomadic tribe :The life of nomadic tribes was

dependent on quadrupeds. These animals were
used for transportation and for their meat and
milk. The ancestors of modern Turks originally
appeared in Mongolia, which was also home to
Indo-European tribes at that time. After
migrating to the southern deserts and steppes
and mingling with the indigenous people, they
adopted the nomadic and pastoral lifestyles
from them. Additionally, they culturally and
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economically acquired elements such as living
in yurts, religious beliefs, rituals, and social
structures from Iranian nomads .The sanctity of

horses and camels among the people of Sistan
is such that they use talismanic motifs on the
animals' collars to ward off the evil eye and
repel malevolent forces. These animals are also
sacred among the Turkmens, who refer to them
as "saints" (Olia). Due to the dependence of
nomadic tribes on quadrupeds, which were
their economic backbone, they adorned their
objects like carpets with images of quadrupeds
and animals.

Conclusions

The motifs in nomadic carpets hold significant
spiritual and artistic value, reflecting the core
values and beliefs of these communities. The
Saka people, a branch of the Scythian tribes,
settled in Zarang (later renamed Sistan) in the
2nd century BCE. Over time, they assimilated
with the local indigenous populations,
gradually disappearing as a distinct ethnic
group from historical records. This cultural
integration gave rise to the Sistani people.

The first Turkic tribes arrived in Central Asia
between the 5th and 6th centuries CE. By this
period, while many Saka tribes had already
migrated to Sakastan (Sistan), some Scythian
and Massagetae groups still inhabited Central
Asia. In subsequent centuries, with the
continued migration of Turkic tribes, these
regions became predominantly Turkic, and the
remaining Scythian populations merged with
them.

An examination of cultural similarities
between the Saka and Turkic peoples—
particularly in lifestyle, religious beliefs, and
pre-Islamic traditions—reveals clear evidence
of this cultural fusion. One such indicator is the
shared motif of horse and camel footprints in
Turkmen and Sistani carpets. Cultural
exchange and coexistence between the
ancestors of the Turkmen and Sistani peoples
in Central Asia (the causal variable) led to
mutual influences in their carpet designs (the
non-causal variable), resulting in striking
similarities between their patterns.
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