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The study of later ceramics in the world of Islam has 
been sadly neglected, although Michael Rogers has often 
approached this undervalued field with sensitive curios-
ity, especially in his Islamic Art and Design, 1500–1700

of 1983. For this reason it seems appropriate to offer 
him the study of a large Safavid dish decorated with 
trees and flowers, as his fascination with gardening is 
well known. This dish (figs. 1 and 2) is in a private 
collection.

Before examining this late Safavid dish in detail, 
some general remarks about the larger field of Islamic 
ceramics may be of interest, as it is surprising how few 
researchers in the twentieth century have been attracted 
by these ceramics. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century, the field was indeed nebulous. Late Persian 
wares were simply called “Ottoman.” When sea access 
to Asia was made easier and faster by the opening of 
the Suez Canal in 1869 and foreign artifacts became 
readily available, amateurs in greater numbers started 

collecting them but with little knowledge of their his-
torical background. In the early 1870s Murdoch Smith 
was the first to assist the Kensington Museum, later 
renamed the Victoria and Albert Museum, in the acqui-
sition of Persian applied arts and, in particular, Persian 
ceramics. Since then, sadly, connoisseurship of Safavid 
ceramics has progressed little beyond the appreciation 
of techniques and exotic themes. 

Despite the efforts of such enthusiasts as A. U. Pope 
in his Survey of Persian Art of 1938, or of Jean Soustiel 
in La céramique islamique of 1985, the best references for 
the large field of Persian pottery are still to be found 
in Arthur Lane’s two pioneering books, published in 
1947 and 1957. The works of ethnographers such as 
H. E. Wulff in 1966 and M. Centlivres-Demont in 1971, 
as well as J. Allan and his team working on the 1300 
text of Abu ’l Qasim, published in 1973, have clarified 
technical problems. Other specialists, such as C. Wilkin-
son in his work on the excavations of Nishapur, have 
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Fig. 1. Interior of the Safavid dish. Private collection. Fig. 2. Exterior of the Safavid dish.
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published either archaeological material or good-look-
ing collections, usually supplied with abundant bibli-
ographies yet adding few new insights. Exceptions are 
the 1989 publication of Iznik Ceramics by Atasoy and 
Raby, who present most facets of Ottoman ceramics, 
and Yves Porter’s latest publications, which extend the 
understanding of the Persian potter’s skills and his abil-
ity to explore new techniques.1

Perhaps the reason for this lack of interest in ceram-
ics—as opposed to architecture and the arts of the 
book—is the absence of a broad vision in the field 
or the knowledge of neighboring cultures. Other cul-
tures have often influenced creativity in the world of 
Islam, a world that stands geographically at the cross-
roads of Europe, Central Asia, China, and the Indian 
subcontinent. The crosscurrents of Safavid ceramic 
fashion were therefore created not only by the influ-
ence of Persian rulers and the affluent merchant soci-
ety that controlled and sponsored the work of potter-
ies, but also by the products imported from the worlds 
beyond their frontiers, in particular textiles and ceram-
ics including true porcelain. 

Consequently the involvement of the potter beyond 
body-making, firing, and copying the shapes of glass and 
metalware is often overlooked. Over the centuries too 
little attention has been paid to the craftsman’s con-
frontation with the miraculous body of porcelain with 
or without decoration, or to the immense variety of 
foreign brocades and golden textiles that reached suqs 

and bazaars. These have been reflected down the ages 
in such innovations as tin glazing, stone paste, patterns 
on slip-painted wares, l¸jvardºna coloring, and, last but 
not least, the large decorative repertoire echoing Chi-
nese blue-and-white export wares known in the seven-
teenth century as Kraak wares. Exports under the early 
Qing rulers such as Kangxi (1662–1722) prolonged the 
influence on the Persian potter of Chinese export porce-
lains with a new if less attractive style that was intended 
for the European market rather than for Asian dealers. 
By the turn of the century Persian trade itself may have 
become less important, since the political and economic 
situation was more and more unstable at the hands of 
weak shahs and opportunistic viziers. After the discov-
ery of porcelain in 1710 at the court of Saxony, the new 
technique of transfer printing, invented in 1755 by John 
Sadler of Liverpool, made European decorated ceram-
ics cheap and accessible to a large public. It was then 
the turn of European factories to compete with Far 
Eastern products on the Persian market, where it was 
almost cheaper to buy European dinner services than 
to reproduce Chinese contemporary porcelains. These 
factors would explain the possible dating of the dish 
under discussion to the turn of the century, before the 
fall of Isfahan to the Afghans in 1722 and the above-
mentioned ceramic developments in Europe. 

The dish is 49 cm across and 9.5 cm high; the width 
of the outer base ring is 26 cm, while that of the inner 
ring is 14.2 cm. Eight spur marks of uneven sizes indi-

Fig. 3. Base mark on the Safavid dish. 
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cate a firing position on spurs that isolated the whole 
base from the floor of the kiln. The base ring slants 
slightly inwards and is 2 cm high. There is a large blue 
mark, 3 cm square, within a double line in the mid-
dle of the base, but it is difficult to decipher the writ-
ing inside it because of the bubbles of the glaze (fig. 
3). A series of four irregular bands with added decora-
tion undulates over both the flange and the well. The 
flange is 4.5 cm wide, and the well 5.5 cm deep. The 
center, including the white ring encircled by two dou-
ble lines, is 33 cm wide. Its non-geometric decoration, 
designed to be viewed from only one direction, consists 
of three levels. The lowest level is emphasized by the 
same type of elongated, undulating band that appears 
on the flange and well. Two separate curved bands indi-
cate the central level, which is divided by a tree rising 
from the lowest level. A semicircular band marks the top 
level. Each of the lines and curves stressing the three 
levels has a solid upper part with a lighter wash, accen-
tuated by irregular light striping, running below. 

The exterior of the dish has a classic scroll under 
the flange and a scroll of twelve blooms with various 
leaves, more or less connected with each other, on 
the side (fig. 4). A white band leads to the base ring, 
which is encircled by the usual double line with a sin-
gle one above it.

The dimensions of the dish are rather unusual, but 
there are other large dishes dated towards the end of 
the seventeenth century, such as the British Museum 
dish with a central cypress, 40.5 cm wide, dated 1088 
(1677–78); the David Collection dish with five suns, 
36 cm wide, dated 1084 (1673), and another British 
Museum dish with three flower repeats, 43.8 cm wide, 
dated 1109 (1697–98). Yet none of these pieces has a 
composition or design similar to that of the dish under 
discussion. Let us then consider other features and find 
out whether they already exist on other dishes. 

With over five hundred blue-and-white ceramics, the 
collection of Safavid wares at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum may be used as the largest body of reference, 
although more questions than answers may result, as 
has been the case in the study of other pieces related 
to the latter part of Safavid rule (until 1722).

There are several ways to approach unrecorded ceram-
ics, especially when they do not fit into any known cate-
gory. Some features are immediately recognizable, such 
as the double ring base and the use of spurs, eight in 
the case of this dish, which allow the base to be com-
pletely glazed (fig. 2). These are late features in Safa-
vid ceramics. Earlier seventeenth-century dishes are usu-
ally fired on their unglazed base rings; the double base 
ring, perhaps a feature by which the center of a large 

Fig. 4. Outside detail of the Safavid dish. 
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dish is prevented from sagging, may well be due to pot-
ters noticing such a feature elsewhere, possibly on some 
Arita dishes, but more likely on Chinese export wares 
such as famille verte, which appear in China towards the 
end of the seventeenth century. There is a slight dif-
ference in that the inner ring base on a Chinese dish 
is closer to the outer ring. 

Also noticeable on the dish under consideration is 
the pooling of the pale green-tinted non-lead glaze, 
which creates irregular blotches and makes the square 
signature illegible (fig. 3). Such a casual finish is sel-
dom seen in the early Safavid period but is increasingly 
apparent after the middle of the seventeenth century. 
The color of the painting, too, is a far cry from the 
standard cobalt blue. Besides the fairly faint blue wash, 
black is used for outlines and contrasting shades. This 
is provided by a mineral designated by Wulff as siy¸h-

qalam, which contains 85% chromite, 10% manganese, 
and 5% magnesium silicate. Porter suggests that it is 
the same mineral that Abu ’l-Qasim calls muzzarad.2 The 
overall effect is that of a grayish decoration that var-
ies from greenish to almost black. This shade seems to 
have been popular for a short time towards the end of 
the Safavid period. In the early part of the eighteenth 
century European ceramics used a similar greyish shade 
known as grisaille, which was also copied in China.

The dense overall decoration, freehand as usual, con-
sists of a series of underlined small tableaux that have 
been positioned to fill every available space. Undulat-
ing bands are the key feature, and both flange and 
well have been painted separately, as is often the case 
on large dishes, but share four of these bands stretch-
ing around the center, none of them the same length. 
Small bands of this type, suggesting landscape contours 
in a less emphatic manner, are first seen on Chinese 
export wares, probably by the mid-sixteenth century. A 
century later, during the so-called Transitional Period 
between the end of the Ming dynasty in 1643 and the 
stabilizing of the Qing dynasty about forty years later, 
large dishes made for export feature emphatic horizon-
tal bands indicating depth of field, which appear most 
often on flanges and wells. The best example of this style 
of decoration is in the Princessehof Museum in Leeu-
warden (K190); others are to be seen in Istanbul (TKS 
1611 and 1612). The Persian potter quickly seized on 
this form to display his skill at adapting a strong visual 
motif (fig. 5).3 With the band of pale wash often wider 
than the dark band, it seemed necessary to fill the for-
mer with some light striping. On the dish under con-
sideration, a number of vegetal motifs have been gath-
ered along the sinuous line in seemingly haphazard 
fashion, and the gnarled, barren tree has two holes in 

Fig. 5. Dish, width 45 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, 2811–1876/146.
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its trunk as if it were a hollow Chinese rock. Various 
balustrades of Chinese origin but without lotus fini-
als appear at different angles, some similar to ladders. 
These are used as fillers in the same way as are rounded, 
striped rocks. “Autumn” lotus leaves, inspired by both 
Chinese and Vietnamese wares (fig. 8, c and e),4 lotus 
flowers, and Kraak-style serrated leaves sprinkled with 
small dots mingle with clusters of cactus leaves and 
pairs of leafy branches. These various themes are also 
found in a group of dishes and bowls (e.g., fig. 6) clas-
sified under the heading “Strange Roots” in Persia and 

China, my catalogue of Safavid ceramics in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum.5 This group consists of eight fairly 
large dishes, three deep bowls, and one ewer. Six of 
the pieces are decorated with undulating wide bands, in 
their case called tree trunks since the wash between the 
fine lines is marked with small dashes resembling traces 
of bark. The bands are of one color only and are used 
as dividers, whereas in the dish under consideration, 
the two-tone bands make better sense, since they act 
as firm bases, especially in the center of the dish. But 

here the strange roots have disappeared from the rep-
ertoire. On the other hand, three prancing gazelles—
a further theme that does not appear on dishes in the 
“Strange Roots” group—have been added, possibly to fill 
the last blanks in the middle of the composition. Two 
confronted gazelles stand to the left of a central tree 
and a single prancing gazelle to the right, their long 
ears erect. On their own, without any vegetation, such 
gazelles appear on smaller dishes of the same period 
(Persia and China, no. 280, and here, fig. 7). Deer of 
this type are similarly represented on numerous Kraak 
dishes and are also very popular on small dishes of an 
earlier period (Persia and China, nos. 191–93). 

In the middle of the dish under consideration, the 
sprays of flowers are painted as large as the trees (fig. 
8, a–d): the painter has considered the two motifs to 
be of equal importance. The same proportions have 
been applied to the four lotus-and-leaf compositions 
as to the fanciful trees, with the exception of the cen-
tral and lower ones. Some leaves, such as those with 
three points, recall Kraak originals, whereas others with 

Fig. 6. Dish, width 39.3 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, 173–1884/338. 
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thick borders and veining could be an innovation. The 
leafy double branches come straight from early Kangxi 
motifs as painted on the familiar “aster” dishes (TKS 
no. 2208). The cypresses are possibly the only realistic 
trees in the whole composition. On the flange other 
trees with drooping fronds recall similar types on ear-
lier dishes; those with gnarled trunks come close to the 
barren specimens depicted on Chinese Kraak and “tran-
sitional” dishes (TKS no. 1612). On the other hand, 
although the rounded elements of its boughs call to 
mind such designs on mid-sixteenth-century Chinese 
dishes whose lake scenes include islands, boats, and 
similar trees (TKS no. 854), the central tree, with its 
large branches reaching over the top band, has been 
given an enlarged space. Further use of the same con-
vention occurs on a “transitional” blue-and-white brush 
pot in a private collection (fig. 9, a–c). A print from a 
selection of the San-ts’ai t’u-hui, published in Nanking 
around 1610, shows a similar type of tree.6

The other large tree occupies most of the lower half 

of the center (fig. 10). (A very small version of it may be 
seen on the flange, slightly to the left of center.) It has 
no hole in its trunk, whereas the central tree above it 
has two large ones. In addition, its leaves (and those of 
the smaller version on the flange) are the only reserve-
painted parts of the dish. White and almost star-shaped, 
they are scattered against the dark foliage. 

To this day, there appears to be no other exam-
ple of leaves painted in this style. The strong contrast 
between light and dark areas resembles a design suit-
able for a textile pattern or the decoration of some 
lacquered panel where the gold motif contrasts with 
the black ground. It is tempting to think in terms of 
Japanese textiles or the writing cabinets brought from 
Japan by the Dutch East India Company to be copied 
in Surat or carried to Europe (fig. 8, f). As with blue-
and-white Far Eastern ceramics both Chinese and Jap-
anese, other goods were reaching Persia on their west-
ward voyage, but unfortunately lacquer would not have 
survived the dry climate of the Iranian plateau. 

Fig. 7. Dish, width 38.6 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, 2815–1876/280.
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Fig. 10. Detail of lower half of the Safavid dish. 

Fig. 8. Details: a, b, d. flowers on the Safavid dish; c. “autumn” 
lotus leaf on Safavid dish; e. lotus flower and “autumn” lotus leaf 
on a Vietnamese dish, sixteenth century, Princessehof Museum, 
Leeuwarden, ÖKS 1961.4; f. branches and leaves on a drawer 
of a Japanese lacquer cabinet, British Museum, JA1977.4–6.1. 
(Drawings: by author)

Fig. 9. Details: a. from center of a Chinese dish, second half 
sixteenth century, Fundaçâo Medeiros e Almeida, 235cer.; 
b. from a Chinese brush pot, ca. 1643, private collection; 
c. central tree from the Safavid dish. (Drawings: by author)
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Perhaps the most striking feature of the dish is the 
density of its painting. No empty area has been left to 
provide visual breathing space. Besides spare twigs and 
sprays of spots, heavy aligned bars with dots have been 
added between foliage and rocks and by the right-hand 
deer (fig. 10). As is the case with other Safavid painting 
on ceramics, the decoration has been applied freehand 
by the painter. Like the majolica painter, the Persian 
artist had to plan his composition carefully and rely on 
a steady hand in order to avoid any blemishes, since 
he could not correct mistakes. Although the painting 
of this dish shows great fluency of the brush, the art-
ist’s freehand approximation has resulted in four irreg-
ular lengths for the bands on the flange and well. Yet 
this does not seem to upset the balance of the com-
position, even though the lower right band is much 
shorter than the others. The further strange partition-
ing of the center forces the viewer to look more closely 
and eventually to realize that the central tree has over-
reached its space so that its upper branches have been 
painted over the top band. 

Spending time analyzing this unusual Persian dish 
has made it possible to appreciate that motifs at first 
sight bizarre and unexpected can be shown to have 
been used in different contexts and on different shapes. 
Such analysis requires the handling of a vast number 
of pots, as well as some knowledge of European and 
Far Eastern ceramics and other artifacts. The collec-
tion of Safavid blue-and-white ceramics in the Victo-
ria and Albert Museum is unique and has all the ele-
ments needed to form a clearer picture of the Persian 
potter’s production under the Safavid shahs. Yet even 
during the lifetime of Murdoch Smith it was neglected 
and in desperate need of study. Rescuing such works 
of art from oblivion appears to be the duty of art his-
torians and many other specialists. In the late 1960s 
Michael Rogers talked about the need to rescue the 
Seljuqs, and this certainly inspired researchers over the 

next decades. Could it be that the same inspiration is 
required for the study of Safavid ceramics, now that a 
first step has been taken with the Victoria and Albert 
Museum catalogue? There are still many shadowy areas, 
but it is hoped that further work will be undertaken 
to navigate one of the great crosscurrents of influence 
across Eurasia. This is a notion that Michael Rogers has 
always encouraged, and it should be kept at the fore-
front of any scholarly research.

Geneva, Switzerland

NOTES

1 .   Y. Porter, “Textes persans sur la céramique,” in Z. Vezel, ed., 
La science dans le monde iranien (Tehran, 1998), pp. 165–89; 
idem, “Les céramiques au lustre métallique dans le monde ira-
nien,” in Le décor lustré dans la céramique, Colloque Musée Ari-
ana (Geneva, 2001); idem, L’art de la céramique dans l’architecture 

musulmane (Paris, 2002); idem, Esthétique et modes de production 

dans l’art du monde musulman (in press). 
2 .   H. E. Wulff, The Traditional Crafts of Persia (Cambridge, MA, 

1966), p. 163; see also Porter, Esthétique.

3 .   See Y. Crowe, Persia and China: Safavid Blue and White Ceramics 

in the Victoria and Albert Museum 1501–1738 (London, 2002), 
nos. 146, 147. For TKS 1611 and 1612, see R. Krahl, Chinese 

Ceramics in the Topkapi Saray Museum (London, 1986).
4 .   Jessica Rawson was the first to draw attention to autumnal lotus 

leaves and their torn edges. See J. Rawson, Chinese Ornament: 

The Lotus and the Dragon (London, 1984), p. 176.
5.    Nos. 333–44, and two further bowls, nos. 451 and 475, in 

Crowe, Persia and China.

6.    Reproduced by John A. Goodall in Heaven and Earth: Album 

Leaves from a Ming Encyclopedia, San-ts’ai t’u-hui, 1610, annot.
J. Goodall (London, 1979), fig. 120.
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