












12   View from the Fringe

Lloyd Kannenberg’s “Big Horse” Rug, cont.

survive in the West. It is interesting that its motto is intact, 

since attempts were made to remove the ideograms from 

other examples.

 That is a rattling good story, but is it true? You would 

have thought so—after all, it was published in Peter Bichler’s 

“Carpets of the Big Horse” (HALI  44, pp. 16–17), from which 

I have cribbed shamelessly. (“Ma” means “horse,” and is  

also the Chinese form of “Muhammad.”) But this account 

has been challenged by Sugiyama Tokutaro, in “Carpets  

of the Big Horse Revisited” (HALI  136, p. 69). He claims 

(among other things) that these rugs were ordered by Ma 

Zhongying’s brother-in-law Ma Hushan from weavers in 

Khotan, and that five to six thousand were produced. He 

bases these claims on interviews with local Uyghurs, so they 

can’t be dismissed lightly. 

 Who got it right, then, Bichler or Sugiyama? I have no 

desire to be crushed between battling experts, but consider 

this: Bichler based his version on the memoirs of George 

Roberntz, published shortly after he retired, while Sugiyama 

relied on interviews that apparently took place after the turn 

of the millennium. The interviewees were therefore recalling 

events after the passage of about sixty eventful years. 

Moreover, Uyghurs were no friends of the warlords, who were 

Tungans (Muslims to be sure, but Han Chinese). There was 

even something of a language barrier between Uyghurs and 

Tungans, since Chinese was not the lingua franca of the 

Uyghur population when those events took place. So I incline 

towards Bichler’s account. But Sugiwara may be onto 

something even so, for the warlord Ma Bufang, Ma 

Zhongying’s cousin, also ordered “motto” rugs, probably 

from the same supplier. The squarish rug below (4) is one of 

his; the ideograms are obviously somewhat different from 

those of the “Big Horse” rug. If many warlords ordered 

“motto” rugs, that may account for the “five to six thousand” 

that were supposedly produced. In the end we are not likely 

ever to know for sure whether these rugs came from Kashgar, 

Yarkand, or Khotan, but they did not come from Baotou!

Lloyd Kannenberg

3. General Ma Zhongying

4. “Motto” rug made for Ma Bufang, Ma Zhongying’s cousin
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RearView  Mirror: Last Season’s Speaker Program

 (see p. 3, Meetings and speakers, 2013–14, for identification)



The New England Rug Society is an informal, 

non-profit organization of people interested  

in enriching their knowledge and appreciation  

of antique oriental rugs and textiles. Our meetings 

are held seven or more times a year. Membership 

levels and annual dues are: Single $45, Couple $65,  

Supporting $90, Patron $120, Student $25.  

Membership information and renewal forms are 

available on our website, www.ne-rugsociety.org.;  

by writing to the New England Rug Society,  

P.O. Box 290393, Charlestown, MA 02129; or by  

contacting Jim Sampson at jahome22@gmail.com.
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If you haven’t already done so, please renew your NERS 

membership now! You can pay online using a credit 

card: go to www.ne-rugsociety.org/NERS-paypal.htm 
and follow directions. Alternatively, you can mail your 

check, payable to NERS, to our Charlestown address 

(see the box opposite). 
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