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One of Michael Rogers’s inspiring ideas is his concep-
tion that the eleventh century AD was a turning point 
in the history of Islamic art.1 However, the dated art 
objects of this period are very rare in comparison with 
those of the following century. Therefore in the sale 
catalogues one can see many bronze vessels of vari-
ous types more or less similar to dated specimens but 
carelessly attributed to the twelfth century. In my book 
Silberschätze des Orients,2 I tried to demonstrate that there 
are several silver vessels of the eleventh and the early 
twelfth centuries, and that their epigraphic, floral, 
animal, and geometric decoration can be considered 
a missing link in the history of the decorative arts in 
Iran, Tokharistan, and Khorazm.

 Recently one more silver bottle of this period has 
been acquired by the State Hermitage Museum (figs. 
1–4). Its previous owners were a Khanty family living in 
the Yamal-Nenetz National District in Northwest Sibe-
ria. Dr. Arcady V. Baulo, a prominent ethnographer 
from Novosibirsk, wrote in his report to the Hermit-
age Museum that the bottle over several generations 
was a “holy object” in the family of S. G. Eprin in the 
village of Evrigort (in the Synia River basin). This bot-
tle was one of the silver vessels brought to the lower 
Ob’ basin from the ninth through the early twelfth 
century by Muslim merchants from Central Asia and 
Volga Bulgaria. There these merchants sold silver ves-
sels and steel swords to the local Ugrians (the Khanty 
and the Mansi), who were hunters and trappers, and 
bought from them excellent sable and ermine furs. In 
the system of Eurasian trade routes the “Fur Road” was 
comparable with the famous Silk Road.3

 The height of the bottle is 22.1 cm and the diameter 
of its body is 11.7 cm. The bottom and the handle are 
gone. The body and the sidewall of the base are made 
of one piece of silver. The neck consists of three tubu-
lar parts joined with disks. The handle, in the form of 
an animal (?), was soldered to the upper disk and the 
shoulder. The surface of the bottle is well preserved; it 
seems never to have been cleaned. Some other medi-

eval vessels kept in the heathen Khanty home shrines 
and never hidden in the earth are also very well pre-
served. There are several Arabic inscriptions on the 
bottle. Around the upper part of the neck is an incised 
niello Kufic (to use a conventional term) inscription 
(figs. 5–8): 

“Elevation, and praise, and victory, and the highest 
limit [of happiness?], and…”

On the lower part of the neck there is a band of 
floral ornament in reserve against a background filled 
with many small niello spirals. Around the shoulder is a 
beautiful naskhº inscription, also in reserve on the spi-
ral niello ground (figs. 9–12). The scribe missed no 
diacritic dot:        

“Lasting glory, and prosperity, and power, and happi-
ness, and safety to its [the bottle’s] owner.”

 Similar benedictory formulas were widespread in 
the tenth to thirteenth centuries. For example, on the 
upper lid of a Khurasanian bronze inkwell of the sec-
ond half of the twelfth century, there is a Kufic inscrip-
tion:

and a naskhº one on the lower lid.4 (The first words 
of the latter are al-{izz wa ’l-iqb¸l, typical of the naskhº

inscriptions on twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iranian 
bronzes.5 Allan thinks that the upper lid is as early as 
the ninth or tenth century.

 A twelfth-century date for the bottle seems doubt-
ful, however, considering its other, more archaic, fea-
tures. Naskhº inscriptions of the eleventh century are 
not rare: for example, the Ghaznavid inscriptions may 
be mentioned.6 In one of them, of 447 (1055), even 
the ornamental motifs are similar to those on the bot-
tle. In both cases the high hastae of the letters written 
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on the line interlace with one of the few letters raised 
above this line. In comparison with the free, dynamic 
style of the inscription on the bottle, the Ghaznavid 
inscriptions seem rather dense. Nevertheless, the shape 
of the bottle finds several parallels among earlier silver 
vessels of the eleventh century (such as another Her-
mitage bottle)7 or even the late tenth century (a bot-
tle in the Freer Gallery).8 There are also several naskhº

inscriptions decorating eleventh-century buildings.9

 Especially important for the date of the new Her-
mitage bottle is the decoration of the body, consisting 
of four sections of Kufic text divided by four roundels, 
two of them with foliate and the other two with inter-
laced starlike ornaments. The first words of the inscrip-
tion are baraka wa-yumn, “blessing and bliss” (fig. 9). 
This word order, typical of well-known tenth-century 
Samanid pottery, is also seen on bronze and silver ves-

sels of that period or of the early eleventh century.10 In
the eleventh century, however, silversmiths preferred to 
write bi ’l-yumn wa ’l-baraka, “with bliss and blessing.”11

From the twelfth century on this formula became the 
standard initial part of the Kufic inscriptions on the 
bronze vessels of Khurasan. In this respect both the 
naskhº inscription on the bottle and the Kufic inscrip-
tions on some other silver vessels can be considered the 
prototypes of the epigraphic decoration of the Khurasa-
nian bronze vessels of the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. Allan is quite right in considering silver the key 
to bronze of the Seljuq period.12 The entire inscription 
on the body includes a long row of benedictions:

Fig. 1. Silver bottle, general view. Probably last third of the 
eleventh century. State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.

Fig. 2. Silver bottle, general view. 
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Blessing, and bliss, and joy, / and happiness, and peace, 
/ and honor, and health, and praise, / and exaltation, 
and long life to its owner.” 

The three initial nouns are those of the inscription on 
the Freer Bottle. The distribution of the roundels and 
the text fragments, the small incised Kufic letters, and 
the style of the niello incrustation in the blank parts of 
the body are similar to those of the bottle inscribed li ’l-
shaykh al-camºd al-Sayyid Abº {Alº A¥mad ibn [l¸] Mu¥ammad 

ibn Sh¸dh¸n; this could be Abu cAli Ahmad b. Shadhan, 
an camºd of the Seljuqid Chagry-bek Da}ud in Balkh in 
the mid-eleventh century.13 The script of the latter in 
its turn is almost identical to that of a tray bearing the 
title of Kwarazm Shah [Isma{il] Abu Ibrahim (killed in 
1041).14 The date of our bottle could not be much later 
than these analogues datable to the second third of the 
eleventh century, but it is still a little later because its 

main decorative inscription is the naskhº one, and the 
Kufic text, though legible, has a defect: a strange initial 
{ayn, written as a short slant stroke preceding a small 
circle above a horizontal line, is repeated several times 
(figs. 8, 11, 12). Such a circle (instead of an arch) is 
an abnormal form of this letter. The naskhº inscription
demonstrates that the craftsman was an excellent callig-
rapher, but for him Kufic script was nothing more than 
a secondary element of decoration. However, the Kufic 
text on the neck and the body includes several words 
otherwise absent on eleventh-century silver vessels and 
rare on Khurasan bronzes: {al¸}, {uluww,15 than¸},16 and 
rif {a.17 These could have penetrated into eastern Iran 
from some more western parts of the Seljuq state. Small 
volutes at the edge of the niello zones are attested not 
only on the bottle in question but also on a Volga-Bul-
gar silver plate datable to the eleventh century that is a 

Fig. 3. Silver bottle, general view. Fig. 4. Silver bottle, general view.
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Syria,22 Egypt, and Spain23 consists not only of spirals 
but also of some miniature palmettes. The still-unknown 
immediate predecessors of both the western and east-
ern Iranian and the Central Asian groups could have 
been decorated with similar ornamental compositions. 
The masters of these groups were inspired by two dif-
ferent elements of the original motif. In the regions of 
Balkh, Tokharistan, Khorazm, and Mawarannahr, silver-
smiths produced objects of the eastern group, whereas 
those who lived in Iran made the western works. How-
ever, we do not know the boundary between these huge 
regions.

 There are two correlated features of the more west-
ern group of silver objects that differ from two like-
wise correlated features of the eastern group. The spiral 
background and the inscription {izz wa iqb¸l are typical 
of the western group, whereas the vineleaf background 

partly altered replica of an Iranian model.18

 Thus the date of the bottle must be the last third of 
the eleventh or (less likely) the early twelfth century, 
the period of the Great Seljuqs. At that time the mix-
ture of features previously typical of different regions 
was characteristic of the art of the newly established 
Seljuq empire. The shape and decorative scheme of the 
bottle’s eleventh-century prototypes mentioned above 
belonged to the Ghaznavid craftsmen’s heritage. How-
ever, the background of Ghaznavid vessels was filled 
with small vinescrolls and leaves but not spirals. A spi-
ral background in the eleventh century was more “west-
ern”: in particular, it is often found on the objects of 
the Harari hoard found in Iran,19 and similar motifs 
were widespread as far west as Spain.20 In Antioch, 
ornament including small niello spirals is attested in 
the 970s.21 Niello ornament on silver objects made in 

Fig. 5. Silver bottle, detail showing inscription on the neck. Fig. 6. Silver bottle, detail showing inscription on the neck.
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and the inscription bi ’l-yumn wa ’l-baraka are characteris-
tic of the eastern. The formulas beginning with {izz and 
iqb¸l, although absent on eleventh-century vessels of the 
eastern group, may be noted on the Saint-Josse hang-
ing (tenth-century, woven in Khurasan or Bukhara),24

on a silver bowl made for a Ziyarid queen of Gurgan 
(ca. 1040s, now in the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art),25 and on other vessels with spiral backgrounds, 
including several Iranian vessels from the Harari hoard26 

and from North Russia.27 Darkevich suggests that the 
spiral background developed from the vineleaf type in 
the twelfth century, 28 but his own date for the Myshe-
lovka hoard, in which both background types are repre-
sented on silver belt plaques, is the second half of the 
eleventh century.29 As one could expect, iqb¸l is writ-
ten on those plaques with spiral backgrounds,30 but bi

’l-yumn appears on the plaques with vineleaves.31

Only once on a later (early-twelfth-century) rectangu-
lar silver tray do both the vineleaf background and the 
{izz wa iqb¸l formula appear together,32 an example of 
the Seljuq-period interaction of two different artisinal 
traditions. The inscription on this rectangular tray is still 
Kufic, but a circular tray of the early twelfth century, 
also in the Hermitage, bears only a naskhº inscription.33

Here the letters, images, and floral ornaments are dis-
tributed very densely, with no niello spirals between 
them except in a few spots where there are rudimen-
tary spirals. In contrast, the spiral background of the 
naskhº inscription on the new Hermitage bottle is 
almost independent of the blank, reserved decorative 
elements. This is an archaic feature supporting a date 
still in the eleventh century. On the Gurgan bowl of the 
1040s mentioned above, the foliate scroll has already 
become an important element of the epigraphic frieze, 

Fig. 7. Silver bottle, detail showing inscription on the neck. Fig. 8. Silver bottle, detail showing inscription on the neck.
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Fig. 9. Silver bottle, detail showing inscriptions and roundels on the body.

Fig. 10. Silver bottle, detail showing inscriptions and roundels on the body.
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Fig. 12. Silver bottle, detail showing inscriptions and roundels on the body.

Fig. 11. Silver bottle, detail showing inscriptions and roundels on the body.
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Fig. 13. Silver bowl, probably second half of the eleventh century. Private collection.

but there is still enough space for small spirals. Such 
blank-reserved scrolls never decorate epigraphic friezes 
of the eastern group. However, on another eleventh-
century bowl a frieze contains a Kufic (Arab and Per-
sian) text and small spirals but no foliated scroll at all. 
There the first words of the Arabic part of the inscrip-
tion are {izz wa iqb¸l.34

 The history of the silver plate in Iran and Central 
Asia from the eighth to the twelfth century deserves a 
long monograph. Here I can only briefly relate its main 
points of development.35 Several schools of silversmiths 
were reworking the Sasanian and the Sogdian heritage 
during the eighth and early ninth century. The most 
important of these schools was that of Khurasan, where 
Sasanian themes were rendered by means of the Sog-
dian and, to a lesser degree, the Tokharistanian artis-
tic languages. Buddhist motifs such as lotus buds and 
lion thrones were borrowed from Tokharistan. New 

compositions invented in the ninth century, such as 
the throne scene showing a king seated cross-legged or 
the hunting scene showing a king as falconer on horse-
back, were still popular later on in the tenth through 
thirteenth centuries.

 From the mid-ninth century on, Near Eastern vessel 
shapes, floral arabesques, and Kufic inscriptions enriched 
the thesaurus of the East Iranian silversmiths,36 and all 
the old Sogdian decorative elements totally disappeared 
soon after AD 1000.

 The quasi-architectural composition of friezes and 
medallions set against a blank ground as well as the niel-
loed backgrounds of these decorative zones is attested 
from, probably, the late Samanid period. In this respect a 
silver bowl showing a lute player seated on a throne is 
very important. (It is now in the Berlin Islamic Museum 
but was found in Russia.) Its frieze bears a Kufic bene-
dictory inscription.37 Between the central medallion and 
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the frieze are four roundels filled with interlaced ara-
besques. Several silver belt plaques with similar orna-
ments were found in Varby (Sweden) in a hoard also 
containing dirhams of 916–17 and 937–38.38 It is well 
known that the tenth-century dirham hoards in Scan-
dinavia and Russia can be dated closely to the date of 
the latest coin. Thus the Berlin bowl cannot be much 
later than 1000. This is the earliest example of an east-
ern-group vessel bearing a Kufic inscription:

“With bliss, and blessing, and joy, and perpetual power, 
and honor, and enjoyment, and safety, and gladness, 
and lasting life, and happiness, and glory to Abu ’l 
Hasan cAli b. Muhammad, may Allah bless him and 
prolong his life.” 

Such a long benedictory text, with several words that 
are rare in such contexts but without mention of a title, 
is also a rather archaic feature.

 The earliest vessel of the western group in museum 
collections could be the above-mentioned bottle from 
the Freer Gallery. It stands separate from the whole 
group because the words {izz and iqb¸l are absent from 
its benedictory inscription, whose embossed niello let-
ters on a ring-matted background are a close ana-
logue to the Kufic inscription on an amulet case from 
Nishapur.39 Allan’s date of this amulet case is 950–1050, 
but it finds no parallels in other eleventh-century silver-
ware datable to 1030–75. The relief ornament and fig-
ures on the Freer Bottle are also unusual and archaic. 
While their style is too stiff for the eleventh century, 
the spiral background in its mature form is already 
present. The date of this bottle must not be later than 
the early eleventh century, and one cannot exclude its 
being from the late tenth. 

 The latest example of an entirely figurative com-
position is a scene on an early-eleventh-century saucer 
showing a king with Mongol facial features seated on 
a lion throne between two servants wearing the typ-
ically Ghaznavid two-horned headgear.40 (It is worth 
mentioning that there are several elements shared by 
the relief figures of this king and of the lute player 
on the Berlin bowl.) In practice, this flat “saucer” was 
not a vessel but an honorary gift, like a big medal. It 
could have been made for a special event, as when in 
999 Mahmud Ghaznavi became the King of the East. It 
shows the king seated, like Mahmud, “with mace and 

throne” as mentioned by his court poet.41 The style of 
this relief composition resembles those of early-ninth-
century Khurasan42 or even Sasanian silver. However, 
on the Berlin bowl only the figure of the lute player 
was executed in the old sculptural manner, the other 
details being flat and ornamental.  

 Another silver bowl showing a lute player was pro-
duced later on, but also in the eleventh century (fig. 
13). Its diameter is 26 cm, its height 6 cm. It belonged 
to the “holy objects” of the same Khanty family who 
possessed the bottle, but I do not know its present 
location. Photographs and a description of it were 
kindly sent to the Hermitage Museum by Dr. Arcady 
V. Baulo. The enthroned lute player is a well-known 
symbol of royal life, also represented on a tenth-cen-
tury century Buyid medallion.43 On the Siberian bowl 
a kneeling servant holding a wine ewer is added. The 
central roundel and the three surrounding birds are 
gilded. Many details are very similar to the correspond-
ing ones on the Berlin bowl. The niello background 
is also filled with small leaves, but the execution is not 
as fine as on the other objects of the group. The epi-
graphic frieze has become more crowded, like that on 
the silver cup made for an Eastern Qarakhanid khan 
who ruled in the 1060s and 1070s in Ferghana and 
Semirech’e.44

On the bowl is a Kufic inscription:

“With bliss, and power, and success, and multitude, 
and abundance of good omen, and glory (?), and 
aid, and…”

It could be a shortened provincial, possibly Mawaran-
nahr, version of the full formula. Usually between bi ’l-

yumn and al-dawla we see at least the word al-baraka (or 
al-baraka wa ’l-sur¢r). A defective text where the words 
al-yumn wa ’l-d(awla) are repeated twice is attested on a 
Mawarannahr (?) bronze bowl of the twelfth century.45

The datable inscriptions on silver vessels with niello 
background are of the eleventh century only, although 
some such vessels bearing no historic names and titles 
could be a little later.

 The middle and second half of the twelfth  century
was a period of luxurious bronzes, whose master-
craftsmen adopted, with some alterations, many of the 
inventions of silversmiths. Later on, in the thirteenth 
century, silver vessels again became popular, but their 
style had changed radically. The earliest specimen of 



boris i. marshak264

this new wave is the famous Keir bowl, which is much 
more similar to silver vessels of the Mongol period than 
to those of the Great Seljuk epoch.46

 The four centuries (from 750 to 1150) of the his-
tory of eastern Iranian and Central Asian silver can be 
divided into four periods: the Abbasid period up to the 
first half of the ninth century, when pre-Islamic tradi-
tions dominated; the Samanid period, when local and 
western Islamic traditions met in Khurasan and Mawaran-
nahr; the very end of the tenth century and the first 
half of the eleventh, when several local schools of silver-
smiths adopted western Islamic vermiculé backgrounds 
and developed their own variants of niello ornament; 
and the second half of the eleventh century and begin-
ning of the twelfth, when, under the rule of the Great 
Seljuqs, local traditions actively interacted in Khurasan 
and probably in western Iran. The bottle newly acquired 
by the Hermitage Museum is an excellent work of Ira-
nian art at this time of interaction.

The State Hermitage Museum
St. Petersburg, Russia
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