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Objective: This study aims to examine how contemporary cultural and social changes are reflected
in the symbolic themes, visual structures, and aesthetic characteristics of pictorial rugs from Zabol,
Iran. It focuses on how changes in livelihood patterns, lifestyles, ritual functions, and market
conditions may be associated with the visual features and thematic content of these rugs.
Method: This study is fundamental in purpose and employs a descriptive-analytical method with
a qualitative and interpretive approach. Data were collected through library and documentary
research, direct observation, and semi-structured interviews. Fieldwork was conducted in Zabol in
2024. Five experienced participants in the local carpet-weaving sector were selected through
purposive sampling, including two weavers, two designers, and one carpet trader. The collected
data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding.

Results: The analysis of the selected pictorial rugs indicates that cultural and social changes can
be examined through their imagery, composition, representation of human figures, and use of
color. In the Pourandokht Irandokht rug, the repetition of female figures wearing local clothing,
alongside a geometric composition, highlights aspects of local cultural identity. The Khosrow and
Shirin rug presents a literary love narrative through simplified human figures while retaining an
orderly geometric structure associated with local weaving practices. In the Khwaja Hafez rug, the
arrangement of visual elements suggests the influence of Persian miniature painting. Changes in
raw materials and the use of synthetic dyes can also be considered in relation to economic
conditions and developments in the carpet market.

Conclusions: The findings suggest that changes in Zabol’s pictorial rugs are more evident in their
visual content, narrative approaches, and arrangement of pictorial elements than in a complete
departure from traditional weaving techniques. While retaining certain local characteristics, the
selected rugs also reflect engagement with literary subjects and broader artistic traditions. They
therefore provide useful material for examining the relationship between local textile art and
cultural and social change in the region. However, these findings are based on the selected
examples and qualitative data gathered in Zabol and should not be generalized to all pictorial rugs

from the region without further research.
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Introduction

Pictorial rugs are a distinctive form of textile art in which weaving techniques are combined
with figurative imagery, narrative themes, and visual elements associated with local cultural
traditions. Beyond their practical function, these rugs can provide insight into the cultural
values, artistic preferences, and social experiences of the communities in which they are
produced. Pictorial rugs from Zabol, located in the Sistan region of southeastern Iran, represent
an important field of study because their compositions bring together local visual
characteristics, literary narratives, human figures, and elements associated with broader Iranian
artistic traditions. Examining these works can help clarify how regional textile art preserves
certain traditional features while responding to cultural, social, and economic changes.

The present study aims to analyze selected pictorial rugs from Zabol in relation to
contemporary cultural and social developments, with particular attention to their symbolic
themes, visual organization, representation of human figures, use of color, and aesthetic
characteristics. It investigates how these features are expressed in three selected examples:
Pourandokht Irandokht, Khosrow and Shirin, and Khwaja Hafez. The analysis focuses on the
ways in which the rugs represent local clothing and cultural identity, adapt literary subjects to
the visual language of weaving, and organize figurative and decorative elements within their
compositions. It also considers how changes in livelihood patterns, lifestyles, ritual functions,
raw materials, and market conditions may relate to transformations in the production and visual
content of pictorial rugs.

Rather than treating these changes as evidence of a complete break with tradition, the study
examines the relationship between continuity and adaptation in the selected works. It seeks to
identify which visual and compositional features retain local characteristics and which suggest
engagement with literary subjects and wider artistic conventions. In doing so, the research
contributes to a more specific understanding of pictorial rugs from Zabol as cultural objects that
can be studied through their observable visual features and their production context.
Methodology

This study is fundamental in purpose and uses a descriptive-analytical method based on a
qualitative and interpretive approach. Data were collected through library and documentary
research, direct observation of the selected rugs, and semi-structured interviews with
individuals experienced in the local carpet-weaving sector. Fieldwork was conducted in Zabol
in 2024. Five participants were selected through purposive sampling: two weavers, two
designers, and one carpet trader. Their professional experience provided perspectives on the
design, production, and commercial aspects of pictorial rugs.

The research combined visual examination of the selected examples with information
obtained from written sources and interviews. The visual analysis considered the arrangement
of human figures, the relationship between figurative and decorative elements, the use of
geometric structures, the distribution of colors, and the representation of narrative subjects.
Particular attention was given to features that could be directly observed in each rug, while
interpretations of symbolic meanings were considered cautiously and in relation to the available
evidence.

Interview data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Open coding was
used to identify recurring concepts and relevant statements in the collected data. Axial coding
was then used to examine relationships among these concepts, while selective coding helped
organize the main analytical themes. The resulting interpretation brought together the visual
characteristics of the rugs and the contextual information obtained through fieldwork and
documentary research.
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The study is limited to three selected pictorial rugs and interviews with five practitioners.
Accordingly, the findings are intended to provide a qualitative interpretation of these examples
rather than a comprehensive account of all pictorial rugs produced in Zabol. The analysis also
distinguishes between directly observable characteristics and broader interpretations
concerning cultural and social change, avoiding conclusions that cannot be adequately
supported by the available data.

Findings

The analysis indicates that the selected pictorial rugs combine recognizable local features
with narrative and visual elements associated with wider Iranian artistic traditions. Differences
in subject matter, the representation of human figures, and the organization of pictorial elements
show that these rugs do not follow a single visual formula. At the same time, the examples
retain features of structured composition and decorative organization that connect their imagery
with the established visual language of regional weaving.

The Pourandokht Irandokht rug is characterized by a composition divided into several
pictorial sections and by the repetition of female figures wearing clothing associated with local
dress. The figures share similarities in their facial features and general appearance, while
variations in the colors of their garments create visual differentiation. The geometric
organization of the composition provides a clear framework for arranging the figures and
maintaining relationships among the individual sections.

The representation of women and local clothing makes this rug particularly relevant to the
study of cultural identity and the visual representation of women in regional textile art. The
repeated figures may be examined as depictions of recognizable forms of dress and appearance
within the local cultural environment. However, the rug alone does not establish the precise
social roles of the women represented or demonstrate how their status may have changed over
time. Such conclusions would require additional historical evidence and comparison with other
examples. The strongest finding is therefore that the rug preserves and visually emphasizes
female figures and clothing associated with local cultural expression within a carefully
organized composition.

The Khosrow and Shirin rug presents a subject drawn from a well-known Persian literary
narrative. Its human figures are rendered in simplified, geometric forms, demonstrating how a
literary story can be adapted to the formal constraints and visual conventions of woven textile
art. Plant motifs complement the figurative imagery, while the use of red, orange, blue, green,
and gray creates distinctions among the visual elements. The ivory-colored warp and weft
provide an additional material and visual feature of the textile.

The composition is relatively stable and orderly. Rather than reproducing a literary narrative
through detailed naturalistic representation, the rug translates its subject into a compact visual
arrangement that relies on simplified forms, color contrasts, and decorative elements. This
suggests that literary themes can be incorporated into pictorial rugs without abandoning the
geometric organization associated with weaving. The relationship between the narrative subject
and the rug's visual structure is therefore an important characteristic of this example. Although
the work draws on a broader Persian literary tradition, its particular treatment of the subject is
shaped by the visual possibilities of the textile medium.

The Khwaja Hafez rug presents another approach to organizing narrative and figurative
imagery. Its composition contains two similar sections, figures riding horses, standing female
figures with one hand placed on the chest, vases, and a central male figure. The repetition and
relative balance of the visual elements contribute to an ordered composition. The arrangement
of figures and decorative objects also suggests possible connections with conventions found in
Persian miniature painting.
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These similarities are relevant to understanding the relationship between pictorial rugs and
other forms of Iranian visual art. However, formal resemblance alone cannot establish direct
borrowing from a particular miniature tradition or identify a specific source for the composition.
The findings therefore support the cautious interpretation that the rug shares visual
characteristics with broader Iranian figurative and narrative traditions. Its combination of
repeated sections, human figures, equestrian imagery, and decorative objects demonstrates the
range of pictorial resources used to construct meaning and maintain compositional balance.

Across the three examples, several common features emerge. First, human figures play a
central role in communicating the principal subjects of the rugs. Their clothing, posture,
placement, and repetition contribute to the overall visual narrative. Second, geometric
organization remains important even when the subject is derived from literature or involves
multiple figurative elements. Third, color functions as a means of differentiating figures and
organizing the composition, rather than serving only a decorative purpose. Finally, the selected
works show that local textile art can incorporate subjects from broader cultural traditions while
adapting them to the formal requirements of weaving.

The research also identifies the relevance of economic conditions and changes in the carpet
market to the study of pictorial rugs. The use of different raw materials and synthetic dyes can
be considered in relation to production costs, material availability, and market demands. These
factors may influence the appearance and production practices of rugs, although their specific
effects cannot be established solely through visual examination. Understanding the extent of
their influence requires evidence from producers, traders, historical records, and comparisons
among rugs made at different times.

Similarly, changes in lifestyles, livelihood patterns, and the functions of traditional objects
provide a useful context for examining shifts in rug production and subject matter.
Nevertheless, the three selected examples do not independently demonstrate a direct causal
relationship between particular social changes and specific visual features. Instead, they provide
a basis for identifying relevant questions and interpreting observable characteristics alongside
information from interviews and documentary sources.

Taken together, the findings suggest that the selected pictorial rugs from Zabol are
characterized by an interaction between local visual practices, narrative subject matter, and
broader artistic influences. Their significance lies not in representing a uniform or unchanging
tradition, but in showing how pictorial expression can accommodate different subjects while
retaining recognizable principles of composition and decorative organization.

Conclusions

The study concludes that the selected pictorial rugs from Zabol provide useful material for
examining the relationship between regional textile art and cultural and social change. Their
visual features reveal both continuity and variation: local characteristics remain visible in the
organization of figures and geometric compositions, while literary narratives and figurative
conventions associated with wider Iranian artistic traditions broaden the range of subjects
represented.

The Pourandokht Irandokht rug emphasizes female figures and clothing associated with local
cultural expression. The Khosrow and Shirin rug demonstrates how a literary narrative can be
translated into simplified figures, color contrasts, and an orderly woven composition. The
Khwaja Hafez rug combines repeated compositional sections, human figures, horses, and
decorative objects in a manner that suggests affinities with Persian figurative art. Together,
these examples demonstrate different ways of organizing narrative and cultural content within
the medium of the pictorial rug.
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The findings also indicate that changes in materials, dye use, and market conditions deserve
consideration when examining the development of pictorial rugs. However, the available
evidence does not justify attributing particular visual changes directly to specific economic or
social developments. Such relationships should be investigated through broader comparisons
and additional historical and field-based research.

The study's contribution lies in providing a focused visual and qualitative analysis of three
selected rugs, supported by documentary research, direct observation, and interviews with
experienced practitioners. Because the sample is limited, the findings should not be generalized
to all pictorial rugs from Zabol or treated as a complete account of the region's weaving history.
Further research involving a larger collection of rugs from different periods, additional
interviews with weavers and designers, and more extensive documentary evidence could clarify
how patterns of production, narrative content, materials, and market conditions have changed
over time.

Overall, the selected rugs demonstrate that pictorial weaving in Zabol can preserve local
cultural references while incorporating literary subjects and visual conventions from broader
Iranian traditions. They are therefore valuable sources for studying the visual expression of
cultural identity and the ways regional textile practices respond to changing artistic and social
contexts.
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