ROBERT B. MASON

NEW LOOKS AT OLD POTS:
RESULTS OF RECENT MULTIDISCIPLINARY STUDIES
OF GLAZED CERAMICS FROM THE ISLAMIC WORLD

Ceramics constitute one of the foremost of the arts of
the Islamic world from the eighth to the eighteenth
centuries. In certain cases, the sophistication of execu-
tion was equal to any other art of the period, while the
technological requirements have traditionally been rec-
ognized as extremely innovative. But despite its impor-
tance, serious study of the ceramics of the Islamic
world have in the past been hampered by a number of
serious problems.

Although hypotheses existed regarding the impact
of courtly patronage on these wares, in many cases no
reliable correlation of the production of the ceramics
to the place and period of these courts could be estab-
lished. Clearly, a reliable way of assigning these materi-
als to places of manufacture was necessary, as was a
more reliable chronological ordering of the wares.
Theoretically, certain classes of wares should be capa-
ble of as finely resolved a chronology as, for example,
ancient Greek painted wares, where attribution of a
piece to a single decade may be possible, enabling con-
siderable correlation with the contemporary culture.’
Chronologies have even been constructed for Neo-
lithic pottery which attribute styles to a particular gen-
eration,’ enabling the sort of refinement that makes it
possible to interpret ceramics in a socially and cultur-
ally meaningful manner. Further, although the techno-
logical sophistication of the ceramics has been recog-
nized, few analytical studies had been made to
investigate this technology.

In my research problems
approached using three chief methodologies, focusing
on wares made in the Islamic world between about 700
and 1250. The objectives of this paper are to outline
the methodologies employed and to report on some of
the results of the findings and their relevance. Further
research on ceramics of the late fourteenth to early six-
teenth centuries undertaken in collaboration with
others will also be referred to,' as will preliminary
results of unpublished studies.

recent these were

PROVENANCE

Whereas it may often be preferable to think of a partic-
ular ceramic object in terms first of its typology, followed
by its origins and technology, in research it is important
that origin come first. This is partly because the origin of
the pot is not dependent on date or technology, and so is
a useful place to start, and partly because in typological
study it is important when developing a sequence that
one is indeed studying a true sequence, that is, material
made in the same center.

Although preliminary studies utilizing chemical analy-
sis of bodies and lead isotope analysis of glazes have been
undertaken, the preferred technique is petrographic
analysis. This technique relies on analysis of the mineral-
ogy and texture of the inclusions found within the
ceramic body. These variables are dependent on the
geology of the region where the pottery was made and
on the depositional regime of the raw materials. Ceramic
petrography has long been a component of archaeolog-
ical ceramic studies in many parts of the world, with reg-
ular application from the sixties onwards.’ Effectively the
technique has been used intermittently since its develop-
ment in the last century, but with continuing application
since the work of Anna Shepherd in the United States in
the forties, in Germany since the fifties, and in the
United Kingdom and Soviet Union since the sixties of
our century. Research has touched most periods and
regions of the New World, prehistoric to classical Europe
and the Near East, and medieval Europe.

One of the few areas to have received limited attention
in the past is the Islamic world. Apart from my own work®
published studies of Islamic pottery incorporating pet-
rology have had a distinctively Maghrebi accent, and
include that on North African wares’ and Spain.® Due to
their lack of exposure to the technique, some Islamicists
may regard ceramic petrography as revolutionary, but it
must be recognized that it is regarded as standard, and
indeed essential, research by many archaeologists. The
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aim of most of these studies is largely the same as that in
my work. Initially, the objective is to group ceramics
together on the basis of their common use of the same
raw materials, defined by the same petrographic fabric
(petrofabric); and further, to attribute that particular
group to a specific site of production. Such studies are
especially important when working with trade ceramics,
such as Roman amphorae.’

One major difference that exists between this study
and those undertaken on other types of pottery is that
much of the material here consists of the stonepaste type
of ceramic body, mostly comprising quartz held together
by glass, whereas all other studies have been on clay bod-
ies. For differentiating between groups of stonepaste, it
has been necessary to develop new criteria for distin-
guishing the characteristics of each center based on the
petrographic characteristics of the quartz itself.

Results of the provenance study have in some cases
allowed the attribution of various wares to precise sites of
manufacture, while in other cases it has shown that cer-
tain wares were not made at particular centers. For ex-
ample, all luster-painted wares of Abbasid association are
solely of the Basra petrofabric and all of Iranian associ-
ation are solely of the petrofabric attributed to Kashan,
but Syrian pottery commonly called “Raqqa” wares
appear attributable to a number of Syrian centers,
including Damascus (although not including luster-
wares). The determination of long-distance trade or
other contacts is also an important aspect of this
research. Particularly notable in this regard is the distri-
bution pattern extending from Spain to Thailand and
South Africa of Basra wares in the eighth to tenth centu-
ries. Similarly, although there appear to be a number of
Syrian production centers of the “Raqqa” styles, the
Damascus petrofabric overwhelmingly dominates in
wares found in sites beyond Syria, notably including
northwest Europe.

TYPOLOGY AND DATING

A hierarchical taxonomic structure was used for the
ceramic typology wherever possible. This involved order-
ing into primary classes by glaze technology (lead-
glazed, opaque-glazed, etc.); divided into type by deco-
rative technique (luster-painted, slip-incised, etc.);
which was in turn divided into style (e.g., Iranian Group-
One Luster-painted). Classification was often designated
with reference to the analytical glaze study (see below),
but in every case reflected readily visible diagnostic crite-
ria. Although this system worked admirably for the

majority of cases, occasionally reality would impinge
upon its order. For instance Iranian luster-painted wares
may be found on alkali glazes or tin-opacified glazes, or
even both on the same vessel, with no chronological or
stylistic distinction. A further important characteristic in
classification was the ceramic body. In a gross sense, divi-
sion is ordinarily made between stonepaste and fired-
clay bodies, but division is also made with the aid of mag-
nification based on body texture and mineralogy. This
would be linked to the petrographic study to ensure that
one was indeed studying a sequence of ceramics from a
single production site.

Previous stylistic analysis of this pottery had largely
been undertaken by art historians utilizing traditional
connoisseurship techniques and focusing on whole ves-
sels. In contrast archaeologists have consistently concen-
trated on particular sites, where only segments of the
entire sequence, or even single finds, could be found.
My approach to the typology of the wares was undertak-
en by applying practices familiar to archaeological
ceramicists. This involved an integrated study of archae-
ological fragments with that of whole vessels of unknown
origin. The characteristics of all the examples were bro-
ken down into a number of attributes, specifically form
and motif assemblage. Form was studied by recording
vessel profiles in the usual archaeologist’s manner, by
accurate measured drawings (for an example, see fig. 1).
Although commonly used by archaeologists," or by art
historians with archaeological training," the nearest use
in standard art-historical ceramic studies may be at best
to have a draftsman draw a few misleadingly “representa-
tive” pieces. In an ideal situation the drawing should be
done by the ceramicist, to ensure accuracy and as an aid
to study. Distinctions in forms may be very subtle, yet
consistent and meaningful. Effectively, one is examining
the motor-habit patterns of the potter. What appears to
be a major change in a profile may be due to an insignif-
icant change in motor-habit pattern, while a seemingly
subtle change, perhaps even invisible without accurate
drawings, may indicate a radical change in motor-habit
pattern which easily delineates a division between major
groups. Form appears to be a major time-specific variant
in these wares, providing the above methodology is used
in their study.

Decoration was studied by reducing the overall design
to an assemblage of repeated structural motifs rather
than studying the overall iconographic significance of
the design (an example is provided in fig. 2). A classic
example can be found in Iraqi, or Abbasid, luster-
painted wares. Here the well known “Sasanian wing
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Fig. 1. Form study of Iraqi blue-painted ware. Vessels with shaded
profiles are drawn by the author; those with no shading are taken
from other publications. Examples include pieces from Susa
(MAO. nos., SX. nos. after Kervran 1977), Samarra (OA nos.), Hira
(nos.), Istakhr (IST. nos.), Siraf (986. nos.), Dahran (DAH. nos.)
and pieces without origin in the Ashmolean Museum (e.g.,
1978.2141) and the British Museum (e.g., 1956 7-28 1).

motif” would be ignored but for the pattern which filled
it. In examination of these motifs, it is essential for the
chronological ordering of the ceramics that the execu-
tion be precisely the same. Again it is the motor-habit
pattern of the individual artisan being examined, and
“reminiscent” or otherwise similar designs must be clas-
sified as such and discounted.

Once these design elements are identified, their
occurrence within a type is tabulated together with vessel
form, and is thus subjected to seriation (for example, see
table 1). This differs somewhat from the usual applica-
tion of seriation to ceramic studies as first developed by
Flinders Petrie in his study of ancient Egyptian pottery.”
In his application an assemblage of pottery from a con-
text — in Petrie’s case a mastaba tomb — are considered
as the units, and the individual vessels are considered the
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Fig. 2. Motif study of Iraqi blue-painted ware.

attributes of that unit. Petrie worked out his seriation by
creating long cards with vessels drawn on them. He laid
the cards out, juggling them around until a sequence of
individual vessels coming in and then leaving the assem-
blages could be discerned. Petrie’s early work still stands
to this day,"” and his methodology is the basis of archae-
ological pottery dating by archaeologists around the
world.

In my research, this technique is applied by consider-
ing the individual pot as the unit and the motifs and
form to be the attributes. These attributes correlate in an
assemblage of design elements and forms. Such an
assemblage will define a group of pottery with the same
style. At times a style group is distinct from others, with
few or no motifs held in common with other assem-
blages. At other times individual motifs may cross over
from one assemblage to another in an interrelated
sequence of motif assemblages (i.e., are seriated). In
some circumstances the cause of such stylistic divisions
may represent distinct, perhaps contemporary, work-
shops. In the majority of cases each stylistic group within
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a type represents a progressive series of developments,
which is best explained by chronologically successive
groups. This may be seen in the relevant table (table 1)
where the assemblage shifts to the right down the table
in what is considered to approximate a chronological
progression. The form studies also generally show a con-
tinuous line of development (e.g., fig. 1), even with an
eve to the realities of potting precision."

Having been placed in a relative dating sequence, a
tentative absolute dating was supplied by reference to
the archaeological evidence and also by reference to
objects with datable inscriptions. This, of course, is
where the dating enters the realm of the speculative. Al-
though some style groups or even major sequences are
well dated by this evidence, other style groups may only

Table 1. Incidence of motif and form, Iraqi blue-painted ware

be dated by their relationship to the reliably dated
groups. Thus dates are suggested by the degree of
change or “development” in form and design, which
relies on the frail assumption that change is constant
through time. Apart from being important for its own
sake, the typological study also enabled other findings,
particularly with regard to technology, to be put on a
chronological basis. Without this temporal perspective
assertions regarding technological development are
meaningless.

This part of the study has benefited tremendously
from the breadth of the inquiry, avoiding a narrow focus
on one area. The continuum of relatedness running
throughout this material has strengthened the study tre-
mendously by allowing comparisons and correlations be-

Sample Rim | Petrofabric Motifs
No. | Base | 1 | 3 | 5 | 7 1 9 | 11 | 13 | 15 | 17 |
| 2 | 4 | 6 | 8 | 10 | 12 | 14 | 16 | 18
SX.6 simple dimple - ok o® - - - - - - -
SX.5 simple dimple - - % x x  _ _ _  _  _ - - - - - - - - =
SX.3 simple dimple - .
1978.2139 - - - - x _ % % _  _ _ _ _- - _- - - - - - =
OA+2064 serpent wedge [Basra) - ok % & _ - - 4 - =4 = = = = -
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R-A LVb — - - B . T O U U U (R o0
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OA+2059 recurve 1 - [Basra] T P - L SO
P8759 recurve 1 - Basra . [ U S
OA+2029 tortoise - [Basra] - - = = = = = ® o o 4 - = = = =
Lane 9a - - - - —= = = = = = * ] = 4 = 4 = = e = -
SX.9 recurve ring 1 - T U
1956-170 - - - - - = = = = = ® L ¥ - - - =
Koech XI192 — - — e % * % . _
SX.15 simple w-ring - e S N
Pope 574c - - - — — — o _—ZZZwmotw_w
OA+2057  tortoise - [Basra] i
SX.8 tortoise w-ring - v T T N T
1956 7.28,1 recurve 1 ring 2 [Basra] B S T
MIA 32.325 — - - T S *
MIA 32.32.3 - - - - - - - - - - - - - =4 oo e - koxox
1978.2141 - - - - - - - - - - - 4 - - = - ek o
1 1 3% | 5 | 7 1 9 | 11 | 138 | 15 | 17 |
| 2 1 4 | 6 |~ 8 | 10 | 12 | 14 | 16 | 18

Table headings: Petrofabric in brackets have not been thin-sectioned, but fit macroscopic description of petrofabric. Motifs: 1 harp; 2 central
dot; 3 proto-angel; 4 sprig; 5 discrete-crescent rim; 6 three-line calligraphy; 7 track; 8 track-moon; 9 two or one line calligraphy; 10 angel; 11
circle; 12 wheel-blossom; 13 frond; 14 dot-track; 15 hatched track; 16 hatched field; 17 flower; 18 hatched-leaf. MIA nos from Minneapolis

Institute of Arts, published by Grube 1974.
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tween one ceramic sequence and that of another center.
For example, amongst the luster-painted wares, cessa-
tion of production at Basra appears practically simulta-
neously with commencement of production at Fustat,
and the first Syrian and Iranian wares are most closely
related to the middle of the period of production in
Egypt.

Each stylistic grouping amongst the luster-painted
wares appears to be shortlived. In some cases it may be
as long as fifty years, but generally a period of twenty to
thirty years seems most typical. An important finding
regarding the study of motifs has been in the relative
degree of innovation one may find on different parts of
the vessel surface. In particular the backs of vessels are
the most conservative, with effectively the same motif
used for entire style groups or even as links between sev-
eral groups. A slightly less conservative region would
tend to be the rim. Decoration here also generally re-
spects a repeated formula, with particular motifs often
distinctive to a particular style. The principle area show-
ing the creativity of the painter would tend to be the
main face of the vessel — the interior of shallow vessels
and the exterior of deep or closed forms."” This may not
be taken as evidence of division of labor, as brush styles
will generally be the same for both the conservative and
creative zones. Effectively the painter simply tried to cov-
er the conservative area with a standardized pattern that
required little thought.

In many cases distinct stylistic groups are correlated
with particular production centers, rather than form
sequences at a single site. In these cases objects which
share stylistic attributes from one or more centers, or
more typically possess the characteristics of one center
while being made in another, may be considered to be
exhibiting some degree of influence by one center over
another, either by copying or the transfer of personnel.

TECHNOLOGY

The third part of the study involved investigation of the
technological attributes of the wares by the application
of the scanning electron microscope (SEM) with
attached analytical facilities, including x-ray spectros-
copy. This is currently the principal technique in studies
of ceramic technology. In this a small section of the
sample, including glaze layer and body, is polished and
examined under the SEM. This approach has become
the technique of choice in studies of ceramic technol-
ogy, being far more reliable than other techniques. In

this part of the study the various questions regarding the
origins of certain technologies have been resolved.

Tin-opacified glazes. One of the earliest new technologies
developed by the Islamic potters appears to be the tin-
opacified glaze. Glazes rendered opaque by other means
had been a common feature of pottery made in Iraq
back to Achaemenid times."” The earliest Islamic opaque
glazes are found in the first stylistic group produced at
Basra, having a white opaque glaze and cobalt-blue pig-
ment applied over the glaze (blue-painted ware), and a
date of ca. 700-50." In these wares the traditional Iraqi
opacifying technique was supplemented by the addition
of tin, applied in the form of a “slip” prior to application
of the glaze. This traditional potter’s approach using ma-
terial of known effect would suggest that the use of tin
was derived from a pre-existing technology, probably
glassmaking. In the next stage the tin is applied to the
glaze mixture, but in small amounts, hence the tin works
in combination with the traditional pre-Islamic opacify-
ing agents. After about 800 the opacified glazes are gen-
erally solely reliant on tin as the opacifying agent.

Stonepaste ceramic body. The development of stonepaste
was also an important technical contribution of the
Islamic potters.” It apparently had its origins in ninth-
century Iraq, as indicated by two phenomena. The first is
found in the body of a fired clay ceramic of a petrofabric
tentatively attributed to Baghdad. This “Baghdad” ware,
which is the only Iraqi pottery other than Basra to have a
tin-opacified glaze, is found in archaeological contexts
dating from the late eighth to the mid-ninth century.
Along with the range of inclusions typical of the region
were found fragments of an alkali-lime-lead glass, in
some cases also containing tin. Presumably the glass had
been added with the intention of acceleration vitrifica-
tion of the body. The second phenomenon of perti-
nence is the application of a quartz-based slip to certain
types of lead-glazed wares. This seems very similar in ap-
pearance to true stonepaste, but analysis indicates that
the slip was applied without added glass fragments, so it
does not seem likely that the two techniques were closely
related at this stage.

Although the evidence for the movement of the
“Baghdad” potters to Fustat is not as strong as that for
the Basra potters (see below), to explain the next devel-
opment in stonepaste it is necessary that either the
“Baghdad” potters did move, or that their technology
was known to the Basra potters. This next development
was the introduction of a proto-stonepaste body at Fus-
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tat, comprising quartz and inclusions of relict glass addi-
tives in a matrix of highly vitrified clay, during the earli-
est production of lusterwares at that site (ca. 975-1025).
This is a logical development from the “Baghdad” body,
as it is still predominantly formed from clay with added
glass fragments. But whereas the “Baghdad” body was
formed from an ordinary central Iraqi clay, all the com-
ponents of the proto-stonepaste were prepared sepa-
rately and brought together specifically. Chemically, the
clay does not appear to resemble any of the other Fustat
clays, and has no natural inclusions, unless these have
been removed by levigation. The quartz is the only inert
temper, and is not a natural component of this clay. The
class appears to be specifically constituted for its pur-
pose, and is not a byproduct of glaze-making. Hence the
Fustat proto-stonepaste body has all the attributes of the
standard stonepastes, but in different proportions.

By the second phase of Egyptian luster pottery produc-
tion (ca. 1025-75) we see a rapid development to true
stonepastes, resulting in essentially the same technology
as used for fine Islamic pottery to the present day. At the
end of this stage of production (ca. 1075) potters move
again to Iran and Syria. In these cases it is not only the
technologically demanding luster-painting technology
which is introduced into these new areas, but also the
stonepaste technology, which also required special ex-
pertise. None of these new manufactories will use clay-
bodied ceramics; instead in both Iran and Syria luster-
ware and all other fine wares are only made of stone-
paste.

The ultimate origins of the two Iraqi technologies that
led to stonepaste remains a puzzle. Siliceous ceramics
certainly existed in pre-Islamic times in Egypt and Meso-
potamia, with production of so-called Egyptian faience
or Egyptian blue. Normally the ground quartz bodies
were initially held together with gum, and the glaze sub-
sequently stabilized the material during firing. The lim-
ited and very rare use of added glass fragments and clay
in this material, linked with the apparent absence of sili-
ceous vessels for late pre-Islamic periods, would argue
that Islamic stonepaste is an independent invention.

There are probably a number of reasons for the devel-
opment of stonepaste. One of these is raw-material pro-
curement. When the Iraqi potters arrived in Egypt they
would have been unfamiliar with local clays and the
other raw materials that would need to be added to ren-
der the clays suitable to their purposes. Indeed, these re-
sources would most likely have been already vouchsafed
by Egyptian potters. About 80 percent of the first group
of Egyptian luster pottery was produced on local clays

which appear to have been little utilized previously, but
these required considerable processing to produce a
required standard. Proto-stonepaste would have been a
way of making a body of the correct type. During produc-
tion of Egyptian Group Two the clays seem to deterio-
rate, becoming coarser and redder. If this was also due to
problems with raw materials, then this would explain the
switch to stonepaste. The clay used for proto-stonepaste
would certainly appear to differ from the standard clays
used at Fustat, and so may have been in short supply.
Hence true stonepaste could represent a simple move
from a high content of costly glass and rare clay, to a high
content of cheap abundant quartz sand.

The explanation for the final and complete reliance
on stonepaste bodies by the potters that went to Syria
and Iran may also be due to raw material procurement.
Problems in obtaining the right clays encountered by
Iraqi potters coming to Egypt would have been even
worse for the Egyptian potters in Iran and Syria. Iraq and
Egypt are regions of large, mature rivers with uniform
and broad alluviation; Iran and to some extent Syria are
high-relief areas with immature and active rivers, depos-
iting less suitable clays. By using stonepaste it would not
be necessary first to find suitable clays which were not al-
ready spoken for, and then to spend considerable effort
developing new processing, forming, and glazing prac-
tices suitable to the new clay. Instead, the stonepaste
technology would enable production of a dependable
ware, using materials not already being used. Quartz will
be effectively the same, at least as far as the potter is con-
cerned, wherever it is found. Glass is an industrial prod-
uct, made to order. The clay needed is of a high quality,
but only small amounts are required, and it is possible to
transport it some distance. That this predictability of
product is important is supported by the fact that the
whiteness of the body was not important, as the earliest
Iranian luster-wares have a tin-opacified glaze essentially
the same as that on the previous Egyptian products.

Underglaze painting. The original development of true
underglaze pigment paints, comprising grains of oxide
pigment applied to a vessel without a clay or other
mounting medium, appears to be another contribution
of the Islamic potters. The earliest full use of this tech-
nology appears to be in Syria, in the fourth style group of
wares, made in Damascus ca. 1125-50. Pigments used
include chromium for black, cobalt for blue, copper for
turquoise, and iron oxide for red, effectively represent-
ing the full range of pigments available. The effect of all
these colorants would be known to potters and glassmak-
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ers prior to this date, but it remains to be seen how they
developed the technology. It is possible that it developed
from the polychrome-relief or lagabi ware, made in Syria
during the production of the first Syrian group, ca.
1075-1100. The carved relief decoration of these wares
had a long history in Egypt, and in Syria the relief had
the effect of separating the pigments. Unfortunately no
polychrome-relief wares were available for analysis of
their pigments (although bodies and glazes were sam-
pled), and it remains to be seen in this case whether the
pigment was applied under or over the glaze. If under,
the underglaze-paint technology would simply be a mat-
ter of recognizing that the pigments formed effective
designs without separation by the relief once the potters
had switched from the soda-lead glaze that the earliest
Syrian wares were made with, to an alkaline glaze. This is
because the alkaline glaze would be considerably less
likely to make the pigments run than the soda-lead
glazes of the polychrome-relief wares.

The technology of true underglaze-pigment paints
would eventually be transferred to Iran. Here the potters
had previously experimented with pigments which had a
decorative effect similar to the true underglaze pig-
ments, but in which the pigment was applied in a
medium of stonepaste. The most commonly known style
amongst the early Iranian wares is the “silhouette” style,
but other more obviously linear designs were executed
using this black slip-paint technique. This was effectively
a continuation of the highly developed colored slip-
paint technology of Iran, rather than being a major
innovation.

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

Art versus craft. Collectively these studies divide the
glazed wares of the Islamic world into a hierarchy of
products. The first-class wares represent the products of
very few kilns, perhaps as little as one center at a time in
the entire Islamic world, the products of which were
then widely distributed. These ceramic centers were
commonly in the region of major court centers, but not
necessarily in them, probably due to the fundamental

requirements of raw materials. In this vein we see the pri-
* macy of Basra from ca. 700 to 975, Fustat from 975 to
1075, Kashan from 1100 to 1340, Damascus from 1100 to
at least 1600, Samarqgand from 1400 to 1430, Nishapur
from 1430 to 1520, Tabriz from 1470 to 1550. The high-
status wares were executed utilizing advanced and often
exploratory technology, in forms and decoration which
changed rapidly, with each style group probably not last-

ing more than twenty-five to thirty years. Designs were
not only subject to rapidly changing fashion, but were
also original and rendered with considerable artistic
aptitude. This combination of technical and creative
dynamism may be correlated to that of certain artisans
which are the subject of ethnographic studies, who main-
tained their high social status by innovation.”” We may
picture these medieval Islamic potters in the same con-
text, as artists who used their innovation to maintain
their niche in the market. It may also be noted that this
technologically dynamic stance befits one of the world’s
most scientifically progressive regions in the medieval
period.

The second-quality wares were made in a greater num-
ber of centers; possibly every urban center would have
maintained a workshop making them. Technologically
and creatively the products were conservative and
unoriginal, befitting the craftsman status of the potters.
Again this may be correlated with ethnographic studies,
where innovation is a very slow process, aimed solely at
increasing efficiency.” In most cases these potters were
content with copying the products of the high-status kiln
sites, using cheaper and less demanding technology. The
market for these wares would have been restricted and
effectively localized.

The roving potter. The movement of potters from place to
place has traditionally been used as a model to explain
the spatial and chronological disposition of production
centers. My results would strongly support such a model.
Basra can be considered the Islamic world’s foremost
production center of high-status wares between 700 and
975. However in about 975 this production ends, and
production commences in Fustat. This has traditionally
been one of the most obvious cases of the roving potter,
particularly due to the technically demanding and pos-
sibly secret technique of luster-painting. New technical
evidence would now include the similar movement of
the proto-stonepaste technology and a quartz-slip tech-
nology for incised-slip wares. The strength of technical
evidence such as this is that it would have definitely
required direct transfer either of personnel or of exper-
tise. It is not considered feasible that the second group
of potters (in this case in Fustat) would have been able to
develop new techniques without the preliminary techno-
logical developments shown in the products of the first
group (in Iraq). Although the transfer of expertise is
within the realm of possibility, perhaps in the form of a
technical treatise, it must be recognized that potters are
well known to be very secretive about their arts. Techni-
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cal treatises, notably that of Abu’l-Qasim, are known, but
they are always written for an audience that is not likely
to steal one’s ideas for profit: Abu’l-Qasim knew that the
Ilkhan Ghazan was not going set up shop and compete
with his relatives in Kashan.

This technical evidence can be combined with the
form and motif analyses of the typological study. If pos-
sible, this aspect is even more indicative of the transfer of
personnel. Copies of Basra products occurred through-
out the Islamic world, but in every case the superficial
resemblance in shape is betrayed by the continuing tra-
dition of local forming techniques. Here the potter is
constrained by personal motor-habit patterns and
regional tradition, and no treatise can tell him how to
form a vessel like a Basra potter. Of course some copies
may be very close, but it must be recognized that the pot-
ter was trying to delude the contemporary buyer, not the
trained eye and callipers of the modern analytical ceram-
icist. Hence the direct continuation of Basra practice at
Fustat must show direct transfer of personnel. This may
be combined with the typological study to show that Fus-
tat most certainly does represent a continuation of Basra
practice. Copies of Basra products occurred throughout
the Islamic world, butin every case the superficial resem-
blance in shape is betrayed by the continuing tradition
of local forming techniques. This is not so with Fustat,
which shows direct continuity.

The movement of potters is similarly used to explain
the movement of lusterware potters to Syria and Egypt.
In the traditional model the potters rush out of Fustat af-
ter the burning of the potters’ quarter in 1171 quickly to
produce a variety of distinct styles, mostly unrelated to
Egyptian prototypes, prior to the first dated piece of
1179. The seriation of the Egyptian wares indicates that
the technology, forms, and decorative styles most closely
related to early Syrian and Iranian styles would have
been current about 1075. This date marks the division
between Egyptian luster-painted style groups two and
three, which is not secured by firm dating, but is evi-
denced by luster pottery from Pisa which is derived from
this period,” and also by the Crusader-period destruc-
tion levels of a number of sites. The Pisan pottery in
question is probably Spanish, which would suggest that
some potters left for the east and west at about this date,
while those that remained in Egypt radically changed
technology, abandoning stonepaste bodies and tin-opac-
ified glazes. Hence, although it is possible that this
occurred a decade or so either side of 1075, it is tempting
to suggest that the sudden radical change and diaspora
of potters was in part due to the famine lasting from 1065
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to 1072 which was so terrible that people were reduced to
eating dogs, cats, and even each other.

Again the technical demands of luster have tradition-
ally been posited as requiring an actual movement of in-
dividuals from Egypt to Syria and Iran. This must now be
coupled with the technical demands of stonepaste,
which would also have been beyond the abilities of the
average conservative potter. The earliest Syrian luster-
painted wares, widely known as the “Tell Minis” style, are
directly related to certain Fustat products of ca. 1075,
and so a simple direct movement is probably valid. This
center, still not satisfactorily identified, appears to have
been shortlived, and probably ceased by 1100, to be fol-
lowed by centers in Damascus, Raqqa, and other not yet
identified locations. The earliest Iranian pieces are not
precise parallels with the closest Egyptian wares, and so a
gap in production probably occurred, suggesting a date
of about 1100 for the beginning of Iranian production.
Kashan is by far the first and foremost Iranian center.
Apart from proving Watson’s hypothesis that it is the sole
producer of luster-painted ware, analysis has shown that
it was the predominant center for other wares, even rela-
tively coarse monochrome wares, evidenced by sites such
as Ghubeyra and Gurgan. This pattern would effectively
be maintained through the Mongol conquest, although
certain centers, such as Rayy, Gurgan, and Raqqa, did
cease production and a few still unknown centers com-
menced production in Iran under the Ilkhans.

Apart from the chinoiserie ceramics of Damascus,
there seems to be no evidence of production of high-sta-
tus wares in the later fourteenth century. Instead in
regional centers wares that are desultory echoes of the
“Sultanabad” and “panel” styles of earlier in the century
are produced. This would change with the new order es-
tablished by Timur. A number of these minor regional
centers appear to have ended production at this time, to
be replaced by a single center: Samarqgand. Potters from
Damascus were taken to Timur’s capital after 1402, and
there commenced a new line of production. As the pot-
ters were constrained to produce at Samarqand, it was
necessary to use the local raw materials despite problems
that existed with them. The Damascus potters were
accustomed to using an unusually pure sand for their
quartz source. In Samarqand these potters continued to
use sand, at variance from typical Iranian practice, but
the sand was very impure and unpredictable, with nu-
merous non-quartz inclusions. Hence after a few dec-
ades, the Samarqand potters left for more suitable cen-
ters, in a diaspora of artisans. In a number of centers,
foremost among them Nishapur and Mashhad, new pro-
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duction developed. The first products of these new cen-
ters were obviously derived from Samarqand practice,
but distinct new styles soon evolved. After about 1460
production also commenced at Tabriz, at first contin-
uing practices of the Khurasan potters, but again soon to
develop a distinctive style. Although I have done little
work on Ottoman pottery, amongst the wares which have
petrofabrics commonly found in the well-known “Iznik”
wares is a piece in the Ashmolean which combines motifs
from late-fifteenth-century Nishapur and Tabriz
together with the first expressions of the Iznik style.” It
remains to be seen how the later Safavid pottery fits into
this picture, but preliminary study again reveals consid-
erable technological innovation in a very restricted num-
ber of centers.

In each of these new centers the original practices of
the potter are rapidly modified to develop a new style dis-
tinctive to the center. This fits our model of the potters as
innovators, developing new styles to establish a reputa-
tion amongst their patrons and their niche in the mar-
ket.

CONCLUSIONS

From these studies it is clear that pottery production in
the Islamic world was dynamic throughout most of its
history. Perhaps more than with any other art of the
Islamic world, technical innovation was an important
component of the status of the trade, and this technol-
ogy deserves to be placed amongst the great advances in
science in the region at this time. It should also be con-
sidered to have prominent stature as an art amongst the
arts of the period. Quite often forms or decoration
found both in ceramics and in some other medium are
suggested as having originated in that other medium,
rather than in the ceramic. As innovation can be proved
for ceramics on the technical side, it may be more logical
to consider that the decoration is equally innovative.
Technical innovation cannot be proved for the other
arts, and in the majority of cases it is clear that the tech-
nology progressed little or not at all from pre-Islamic
techniques. This question of derivation is certainly prob-
lematic with regard to vessel form, often ascribed to
metal prototypes. Ceramic is arguably the most plastic of
the media, and most shapes are completely natural for it.
This includes faceted forms, which can easily be pro-
duced by molding,” but particularly puzzling is the attri-
bution to metalwork origins of forms that would be most
comfortable when thrown in clay on a wheel.” Clearly
some reassessment of the status of ceramics amongst the

art of the Islamic world as considered by modern art his-
torians is justified.

Royal Ontario Museum
Toronto, Ontario
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