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The quality and craftsman ship of Medieval pottery can not be disputed; but the medieval pottery of Islam in many ways outshines that of Greece and China, who were producing fantastical feats of craftsmanship around this time. It is my aim in this essay to discuss what makes Islamic pottery production so influential and so innovative, the techniques that the Islamic potters produced, and also what countries possibly influenced the Islamic potters. It was not just for the use of everyday appliances such as bowls, plates and vessels that ceramics were in such high demand in the polities that formed the Medieval Islamic world, but also (unlike Western Europe) ceramics formed a significant part of the decorative aspect of buildings. As fantastic as the lustre tiles that covered entire surfaces of mosques and palaces were, the beauty and quality of the pottery was where the potter excelled in his wares. Many historians believe the start of technical innovations in pottery began with the Medieval age, one such historian from the 1940’s named Arthur Lane states ‘It may be said at once that before the ninth century Islamic pottery was of almost negligible interest’1 It is true that many new technologically inventive techniques were introduced during this period, however there were cases of lustre first appearing in the late eighth century.2
There were many fine producers of pottery in the Islamic world, but perhaps the most famous and the most skilled were those at Rayy, Sultanbad and Kashan. The potters of Rayy which dated from 1037 to 1256 produced two of the most technically innovative pottery productions in the Medieval Islamic world, and these were Lustre ware and Minai Wear.3 While Lustre was produced first in Iran, the Rayy potters expanded this technique with their knowledge, thus creating more beautiful and more artistic workmanship. When Rayy was brought to ruin by the Mogul invasion the potters of Sultanabad took their mantle, and brought these two techniques to an even higher quality4. According to historian Arthur Pope ”The full realization of the possibilities of the craft came with the Seljuk and Mogul potters of the 12th Century.”5  This is possibly due to the advancement in pottery production, but most significantly due to the fusion of artistic abilities of the Seljuk and Mogul potters. In many ways by the time that these techniques reached Kashan, they came to their artistic peak. The Kashan potters excelled in their craft, creating fantastic feats of technically innovative designs. As excavations from Kashan show some of the most beautiful lustre finds came from this excavation site.6 These techniques would have been extremely difficult and only the most skilled potters could achieve such beauty to that scale. While lustre and minai were both the produce of Persia, they would have gained inspiration from an outside source, is has been suggested that Egypt and Mesopotamia inspired minai7 for instance, while of course China would have been a source of inspiration through their techniques of producing pottery. Clay is a delicate material, easily malleable, but easily broken, many of the fragile vessels produced would have suited metal more than clay, and yet as this example shows, one can not fathom how such a vessel was produced out of so fragile a material.   
Minai Ware
The Minai technique, which also goes by the name Polychrome was extremely complicated, as there is a primary source from one of the famous potters of Kashan named Abu’l Kasim Abd Allah, where he describes this technique in great detail “he mentions two types of overglaze technique. One uses decoration in gold leaf and white, red, black, and yellow paint, the other using seven colours” 8He refers to this as the true minai technique. The main body of the pottery would be of a white consistency but the most difficult part of this process would be the decoration which would have to be painted under the glaze, the colours that would be used were usually purple, green or pale blue, then the first of the firing process would begin.9 After the first firing process, the second part of the process began, which was the adding of the detail, this would have been an extremely time-consuming process, and an extremely difficult one that only the most skilled potters could accomplish.10 The colours would likely to have been vivid and alive, but as with everything, the colours have faded over the ravages of time, making the pottery dimmer, less fantastical, but still awe-inspiring to the modern viewer. As is well known in Islam, the use of figures is strictly prohibited, but these limitations did not seem to hold back the Islamic potter. The appearance of the Koran in the early years of Islam had not hindered the artist but rather enhanced his creative ability.11 According to historian David Talbot Rice ”The painting was in a delicate, miniature-like technique, and figural subjects, often of a narrative character, were favoured.”12 Looking upon Islamic pottery one can almost see the page of a manuscript before their eyes, there can be as much detail in the pottery as an actual painting, and yet it is almost impossible to imagine how on such a small surface as a plate or vessel, that the artist could achieve such clear imagery to such a small scale. As can be seen from figure one, 
Horsemen were a favoured depiction in minai wear. [image: ] Also, according to museum curator of Near Eastern Art, Maurice Dimand “seated and standing figures of courtiers and princes, hunting scenes and sphinxes.”13 There is an example of a beautifully painted vessel which illustrates this beautifully, the plate depicts a court scene, showing the delicate painting technique which minai involved. One can tell a great many things about social structure in the Middle Ages from pottery of this time. There is a plate depicting two men drinking wine, gold leaf decorating the entire plate. This would most likely have been made for a man of royalty, a Prince perhaps, or a wealthy merchant, as the cost of such a plate would likely have been highly expensive, as the cost in time alone in this time-consuming process for making such a piece.  [image: ]
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Figure 3 Minai ware bowl in gold leaf
Lustre Ware
Lustre wear is perhaps the most well-known of the Islamic pottery techniques, and yet perhaps the most difficult in Islamic pottery production. It was possibly the most widely used pottery technique in the medieval Islamic world, it was often intermingled with other innovative techniques such as sgraffiato and the blue and black. According to a relatively recent study from 2008 where a number of professors and historians reconstructed the medieval technique in making lustre, historical researcher historian  Trinitat Pradell describes it as “…a sophisticated process, multiple firings and the use of expensive raw materials…it is an expensive art form and the product of skilled artisans.”14 Lustre first made an appearance in the 9th century in Iraq and the from Iraq it spread to Egypt with the fall of the Abbasidion rule at the end of the 11th Century with the migration of potters.15 According to historian  David Talbot-Rice ”The introduction of lustre into Persia took place at a comparatively late date; the earliest example we know that can be definitely dated is a bottle of 1179”16 When Lustre did make an appearance in Persia, it was then turned into a true artform, where the Persian potters enhanced on the original technique. Lustre was used in a variety of different ways, it was not just in pottery but also in buildings, such as the famous lustre tiles that dominated the interior. According to historian Arthur Pope ”The finest wares of the Mogul period were those decorated in lustre by the miniature painters.”17  It is the reaction of the lustre paint with the glass that creates the chemical reaction, the temperature has to be low in order for the compounds to react, this then causes the background to be rather metallic in colour, the reason for the metallic sheen would be due to the copper and silver compounds reacting during the production process,18 these traditional techniques seem to have been lost over time, so the pottery today does not have the same effect that these medieval examples show. Historian Trinitat Pradell is of the opinion that  ”The medieval artisans may have believed the process to be alchemy whereby silver and copper was apparently turned into gold.”19  
[image: ]
Figure 4 Lustre bowl
Sgraffiato Ware
The sgraffiato technique was in high demand, and extremely fashionable in the Medieval Islamic world.20 Sgraffiato is often combined with another technique, namely lustre. The technique of Sgraffiato was essentially a method that requires scratching the surface of the pottery with a finely pointed tool “the body was first covered with a white slip and the design executed by scratching…so producing what is virtually a line drawing.”21 This would be almost as if one were to draw with a pencil, creating a wholly different effect. Sgraffiato first appeared around the late 10th century. There is much debate as to where this technique originated from, some historians such as David Talbot-Rice believe sgraffiato to have come from Mespotamia,22 but as with many Islamic ceramics, there is difficulty in the dating aspect, and while there is belief that sgraffiato did indeed date from around the 10th century, there can be no clear evidence of this in the form of archaeological evidence, so this strategic is based on the remains found at the Samarra dig from 1911 to 1913.23 “Some of the earliest and finest examples come from Samarra”24 The influence for sgraffiato could be from the Tang Ware of China, more specifically the Tang bowls 25 Historians such as Talbot-Rice think the Chinese influence likely for this technique, although historians Northedge and Kennet sees this theory as highly unlikely, and that they see it as “nothing to do with Chinese inspiration”26
[image: ]
figure 5 sgraffiato


The Blue and Black
Though perhaps the most lesser known of techniques to the modern viewer, it was certainly the most fashionable in the Medieval Islamic world. This technique was invented around the year 1200 and was produced in Kashan.27 The blue and black was completely innovative in design and it can be clearly seen why this technique was so fashionable, in fact the use of colours could almost be described as ahead of its time. In most cases the vessels surface would have been engraved or moulded, but sometimes colours would be painted on without a relief background. The decoration of the piece was painted entirely in black, then a deep blue glaze covers the whole vessel.28 (see fig 6)
[image: ]
figure 6 The Blue and Black

Summary
To summarize my essay in the words of historians Alistair Northedge and Derek Kennet “…lustre, and the use of sgraffiato, were some of the Islamic world’s greatest contributions to the new development of ceramics.”29 It can be said that Persia excelled in the advancement of techniques such as lustre and minai. Historian Arthur Pope once said ”Nowhere are the “intentions” that lie within a material more perfectly set forth than in Persian pottery.”30 This could not be more eloquently put; the Persians produced the finest pottery of the Islamic world. Whether these beautiful ceramics were so lovingly produced due to their love of wine and water, as of course the lands of Persia were not blessed with rain as often as the West, so it would likely to have been held in reverence.31 Historian Talbot-Rice is of the opinion that Persia is in much need of further excavation, that it is much neglected.32 
Without the development of the techniques invented in the medieval Islamic world, pottery in general would indeed have suffered as a result. There is no clear evidence as to where these techniques were invented however, and according to historian Arthur Pope believes that there could have been a large amount of independent invention “Only when we find fairly advanced techniques appearing suddenly in an undeveloped area...can we be sure that a technique was introduced from outside.”33 In the Medieval period, they would have had more knowledge about how to construct the pigments, evidenced by the fact that modern colours today are not as bright and they lack the artistry in the paintings. That is in part due to the fact that where they had artists in the medieval Islamic world were trained specifically to paint the decoration of the pottery, whilst today emerge from other fine art backgrounds. Whilst much of the original techniques has been lost over the centuries, as advancement in pottery production has speeded up somewhat. There is no doubt however the medieval process of pottery production was highly time consuming, and of course in today’s world time spent is money lost, therefore it would likely not be cost effective. There can be no doubt however, that without the innovative techniques produced by the Medieval Islamic potteries such as Rayy, Sultanabad and Kashan, then the pottery industry would likely be in a very different state today.
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