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Abu Zayd Kashani is the most famous potter of medi-

eval Iran: he worked in the two most expensive over-

glaze techniques, enamel (Persian mºn¸}º) and luster, 

and he left behind the greatest number of signed 

works. The appearance, acquisition, and exhibition 

of a hitherto-unknown but complete bowl signed by 

him (fi gs. 1–2) provide good reasons to return to 

his work.1 The objects he made, especially the long 

inscriptions he transcribed on them, allow us to com-

pile a short biography,2 which in turn can help us to 

reassess the status and role of craftsmen in the Islamic 

lands during the medieval period and to understand 

how and why these works were appreciated in their 

own time. The objects themselves are an important 

source for such a study, as contemporary chronicles, 

typically written by the ulema, do not usually men-

tion craftsmen. Such an undertaking shows what a 

multitalented scholar Abu Zayd was at the turn of the 

thirteenth century and is therefore a fi tting tribute to 

Oleg Grabar, who has often investigated the meaning 

of inscriptions and decoration on the ceramics and 

other portable arts made in Iran and elsewhere in 

medieval Islamic times.3

The work by Abu Zayd, newly brought to light and 

acquired by the David Collection in Copenhagen, is a 

medium-sized bowl with straight, fl aring sides joined 

to a high foot ring at a sharp angle. The vessel is 

about twice as wide (diameter: 19.7 cm) as it is tall 

(height: 9.8 cm). Like most ceramics of the period, 

it is made of stonepaste, in this case covered with an 

opaque white glaze and then painted over the glaze 

with coppery brown luster. The design on the inte-

rior of the well (fi g. 1) shows a large medallion with 

two confronted fi gures in reserve: a male on the view-

er’s right, identifi able by the cap on his head and the 

boot on his fl exed leg, and a female on the viewer’s 

left, identifi able by her longer braids and headdress. 

Both wear loosely fi tting robes decorated with foliate 

scrolls embellished with myriad tiny spirals that virtu-

ally melt into the background of vines with large  dotted 
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Fig. 1. Interior of a luster bowl dated Jumada II 600 (February–

March 1204). David Collection, Copenhagen, 45/2001. (Photo: 

courtesy of the David Collection)

Fig. 2. Exterior of a luster bowl dated Jumada II 600 (February–

March 1204). David Collection, Copenhagen, 45/2001. (Photo: 

courtesy of the David Collection)
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niques of luster and enamel (see the appendix at the 

end of this article for a preliminary list of his works).4 

The earliest signed work by Abu Zayd is an enameled 

bowl in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 

dated 4 Muharram 582 (27 March 1186) (fi g. 3).5 The 

latest is a luster bowl in the Gemeentemuseum in The 

Hague dated 616 (1219–20).6 But as Oliver Watson has 

pointed out, the thirty-four years between these dated 

works do not account for Abu Zayd’s full career: the 

enameled bowl of 1186 is too accomplished to have 

been a fi rst work, and Abu Zayd must have made ear-

lier objects that we do not know about. Such a long 

working life may surprise us but is not without parallel 

in premodern Iranian society: the Safavid painter Riza 

{Abbasi, for example, left signed works that spanned 

almost half a century, from ca. 1585 to 1634.7

The decoration on the newly acquired bowl dated 

600 (1204) epitomizes the so-called Kashan style of 

painting used on luster ceramics during the late twelfth 

and early thirteenth centuries. The region around 

leaves and three fl ying birds. Two inscriptions ring 

the interior rim of the bowl. The inner one, painted 

in luster in a stylized Kufi c script, contains a repeat-

ing text with blessings. The outer one, scratched in 

the luster ground, includes Persian poetry followed by 

the artist’s signature in Arabic, saying that Abu Zayd 

wrote it in his own hand (bi-kha««ihi) in Jumada II 600 

(February–March 1204). 

The exterior of the bowl (fi g. 2) has been left undec-

orated except for several bands. A scalloped one encir-

cles the bowl above the carinated joint between foot 

and body, with thin arrows painted between the scal-

lops. An epigraphic band encircles the rim. The text 

scratched through the luster consists of another Per-

sian quatrain followed by a more complete signature 

of the same potter, Abu Zayd, with the same date, 

Jumada II 600 (February–March 1204). 

The newly acquired bowl thus falls in the middle of 

Abu Zayd’s long working life, which spanned nearly 

four decades and encompassed both overglaze tech-

Fig. 3. Enameled bowl dated 4 Muharram 582 (27 March 1186). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 64.178.1. (Author’s 

photo)
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over the fi gures’ heads, a fi shpond below, and fl ank-

ing cypress trees, although these motifs are missing 

on the newly acquired bowl. The complex main scene 

is often set off from the white ground, as on the inte-

rior of this bowl, by a band or frieze festooned with 

radiating small “sprouts.” 

The fi rst dated example of the Kashan style is a 

sherd from the rim of a dish dated Dhu ’l-Hijja 595 

(September 1199).15 From this time onwards, all dated 

lusterwares are in the Kashan style, including sev-

eral works signed by Abu Zayd, of which the earliest 

is a fragmentary dish once in a private collection in 

Tehran, dated Rajab 598 (March–April 1202).16 The 

second is a star tile with four fi gures, dated Safar 

600 (October 1203) (fi g. 4), made just four months 

before the newly published bowl.17 It is the earliest 

dated example of a luster star tile, and Ettinghausen 

used details from it to delineate typical motifs of the 

Kashan style, such as long-legged birds, fl ying ducks, 

and leaves that are hatched and dotted or elongated 

and fl amelike.18

Perhaps the most famous work in the Kashan style 

is a large (diameter: 35.2 cm) scalloped plate dated 

Jumada II 607 (December 1210), in the Freer Gal-

lery of Art (fi g. 5).19 It was the subject of another of 

Kashan in central Iran has been a center of ceramic 

production since the sixth millennium BCE, probably 

because of the fi ne clays available there.8 In one of the 

classic articles on the history of Islamic art, published 

in 1936, Richard Ettinghausen identifi ed the style of 

Kashan painting popular in medieval times,9 and Wat-

son’s comprehensive survey of lusterware, published 

in 1985, showed that Kashan was the one site in Iran 

where this expensive ware was produced.10 

Watson’s monograph also delineated the three styles 

of painting used to decorate Kashan lusterware.11 A 

fi rst, or “monumental,” style, painted in reserve, shows 

fl uent but sketchy drawing with details of faces, hair, 

hands, and dress indicated by quick, free movements 

of the brush. Since it is the style most indebted to 

works produced earlier in Egypt and Syria, it may well 

have been inspired by ceramicists who had fl ed Cairo 

with the crisis in the Fatimid realm in the last quar-

ter of the eleventh century.12 

A second, or “miniature,” style of luster painting had 

developed in Kashan by 575 (1179–80), the year of 

the fi rst dated examples: a vase in the British Museum 

dated Muharram 575 (June–July 1179) and a bowl in 

the Plotnick Collection dated to the same year.13 In 

contrast to the reserve painting used in the monumen-

tal style, the miniature style shows elaborate designs—

including complexly decorated garments, checkerboard 

trees, and dotted and hatched plants—painted on a 

white ground. The miniature style was clearly inspired 

by book painting. Many of its features are characteris-

tic of enameled wares as well, and it is likely that the 

miniature style, with its rendering of detail, was devel-

oped fi rst in polychrome enamels and then adopted 

for luster. Abu Zayd was a key fi gure in the develop-

ment of the miniature style in the 1180s, as he was 

responsible for a group of enameled bowls dated 582 

(1186) (fi g. 3) and 583 (1187), as well as a fragmen-

tary luster vase dated 587 (1191).14

These two styles were then replaced by the “Kashan” 

style, designed expressly to show off the luster tech-

nique to its best advantage and well illustrated on the 

new bowl. In this third style, large fi gures appear in 

reserve against a luster ground, and minutely drawn 

details, notably a series of loops and squiggles, are 

painted on the white glaze or scratched through the 

luster. Except for the white moon-shaped faces of the 

fi gures, decorated surfaces are densely covered. Char-

acteristic motifs include fl ying ducks with dotted bod-

ies and spotted leaves set among the swirls. Typical 

iconographic details of setting may include a canopy 

Fig. 4. Luster star tile dated Safar 600 (October 1203). Museum 

of Islamic Art, Cairo, 3162. (After Ettinghausen, “Evidence for 

the Identification of Kashan Pottery,” Ars Islamica 3 [1936], 

fig. 3)
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mad ibn Abi Tahir, were the revetments added to the 

two major Shiite shrines in Iran, the tombs of Fatima 

at Qum and of Imam Reza at Mashhad. At Qum, the 

project included tiles to cover a large boxlike ceno-

taph.22 The top of the cenotaph, signed by Muham-

mad ibn Abi Tahir, is covered with fi fteen rather fl atly 

molded panels comprising an inscription band fram-

ing several inscribed niches. The sides of the ceno-

taph are encircled at top and bottom by bands com-

posed of large tiles featuring a molded inscription on 

a ground decorated with vines and palmettes. The text, 

beginning in the top northwest corner, contains the 

foundation inscription ending with the signature of 

Abu Zayd and the date of 3 Rajab 602 (13 February 

1206) (fi g. 6).23 Between these two bands on the sides 

are fi ve rows of star and octagonal tiles separated by 

bow-shaped tiles. The corners of the cenotaph have 

molded pilasters with the signature of Muhammad 

Ettinghausen’s groundbreaking articles, in which he 

and Grace Guest analyzed the unusually complex ico-

nography of a horse and seven fi gures—fi ve of them 

standing, one seated, and one fl oating in a fi shpond 

in the lower exergue.20 At the time they were writing, 

in 1961, the authors read the signature as “the work of 

(m¸ ªana{ahu) the sayyid Shams al-Din al-Hasani,” fol-

lowed by the date incorrectly written as “in the month 

in Jumada II” (fº shahr fº jum¸dº al-akhir). Their read-

ing was not entirely convincing, and in 1992 Abdollah 

Ghouchani, an expert paleographer and epigrapher 

who had read many other signatures by Abu Zayd, 

suggested that the fi rst two words in the date should 

be interpreted instead as Abº Zayd.21

Abu Zayd signed several objects in the Kashan style 

dated during the fi rst two decades of the thirteenth 

century. Of these, his most important projects, car-

ried out with another potter from Kashan, Muham-

Fig. 5. Luster scalloped plate dated Jumada II 607 (December 1210). Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 

DC, Purchase, F1941.11. (Photo courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery)
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by Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir’s son {Ali.

Abu Zayd’s latest dated work—the luster bowl of 

616 (1219)—was produced in the year following his 

participation at Mashhad.28 He probably stopped work 

shortly thereafter, for production of luster vessels, if 

not tiles, declined precipitately following the Mongol 

invasions. There are, for example, no vessels dated to 

the thirty-fi ve years between 1226 and 1261. 

Abu Zayd’s works over four decades thus include at 

least two dozen signed and dated objects and another 

half dozen that can be assigned to him because of 

close similarities. What can we learn from this cor-

pus? Who was Abu Zayd? What did he do? For whom 

did he make his ceramics? How and why did he dec-

orate them as he did?

Abu Zayd’s signatures tell us that he came from an 

important family of sayyids in Kashan. The inscrip-

tion on the lintel of the mihrab in Mashhad (fi g. 7) 

gives his genealogy as Abu Zayd ibn Muhammad ibn 

Abi Zayd.29 The potter thus bears the same name as 

his grandfather, a common pattern at the time. On 

the scalloped plate in the Freer Gallery (fi g. 5), Abu 

ibn Abi Tahir’s son {Ali and were probably added a 

generation later. 

The program at Mashhad, carried out a decade after 

the work at Qum by the same team of Abu Zayd and 

Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir, was more ambitious. The 

dado of the tomb chamber was revetted in luster tiles, 

with a large inscription frieze running along the top 

above fi ve rows of tiles arranged like those around the 

cenotaph at Qum (star and octagonal tiles separated 

by bow-shaped tiles). Several of the Mashhad tiles are 

signed by Abu Zayd and dated 612 (1215).24 The door-

way was also framed in tiles with a band containing 

the foundation inscription, ending with the name of 

Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir and the date 1 Jumada I 

612 (28 August 1215).25 Two large mihrabs compris-

ing inscribed niches framed by inscription bands were 

installed in the south wall of the chamber.26 The one 

on the left is unsigned, but the other, on the right, 

measuring 240 meters in height, contains an invoca-

tion on the lintel asking forgiveness for him who asks 

forgiveness for Abu Zayd (fi g. 7).27 In 640 (1242), a 

third luster mihrab was installed on the opposite wall 

Fig. 6. Luster band from the cenotaph in the tomb of Fatima at Qum, dated 3 Rajab 602 (13 February 1206). (After Mudarrisº 

Þab¸«ab¸}º, Turbat-i P¸k¸n, 2 vols. [Qum, 1976], vol. 1, fig. 9)
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the Khalili Collection.32 His son Muhammad, a luster 

potter active in the early thirteenth century, collabo-

rated with Abu Zayd at Qum and Mashhad. Muham-

mad’s son {Ali added luster tiles to these two major 

shrines as well as to two smaller im¸mz¸das (tombs 

of the Prophet’s descendants) in Qum and Varamin, 

both dated 663 (1264–65).

{Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir, in turn, had 

four sons who were active in the fi rst four decades of 

the fourteenth century. One was Yusuf, well known for 

several sets of luster tiles with inscribed niches taken 

from the Imamzada Yahya in Veramin and the Imam-

zada {Ali ibn Ja{far at Qum. Another was Muhammad, 

the owner of the lusterware factory in Kashan where 

the master potter Jamal worked.33 A third son, Jamal 

al-Din Abu ’l-Qasim {Abdallah, became a scribe and 

accountant in the Ilkhanid bureaucracy and wrote a 

history of the sultan Uljaytu and a treatise on gems 

and minerals, {Ar¸}is al-jaw¸hir wa naf¸}is al-a«¸}ib (The 

Glories of Gems and the Exquisite among the Most 

Beautiful Things), that is one of our major sources 

for the technique of lusterware.34 A fourth son, {Izz al-

Din Mahmud, was a Sufi  who entered the Suhrawardi 

khanqah at Natanz and wrote a spiritual guide, Miªb¸¥ 

al-hid¸ya wa mift¸¥ al- kif¸ya (The Light of Divine Guid-

ance and the Key to Completeness). 35 

 In the early fourteenth century a fourth-genera-

tion potter of the Abu Tahir family, Yusuf ibn {Ali ibn 

Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir, worked alongside another 

family of Husayni sayyids in Kashan.36 They traced 

their lineage to Ibn Babuwayh (d. 991), a well-known 

Shiite theologian. In the late twelfth century one of 

their family members had been a builder in Qazvin. 37 

By the early fourteenth century at least one branch 

of the family had moved to Kashan and entered the 

lusterware business. The potter {Ali ibn Ahmad ibn 

{Ali al-Husayni made several sets of luster tiles with 

inscribed niches, including one dated 705 (1305) from 

the Imamzada Yayha in Veramin that is also signed 

by Yusuf ibn {Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir. {Ali 

al-Husayni’s son Ahmad, in turn, made a set of lus-

ter tiles now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In 

short, the production of overglaze ceramics in Iran 

from the late twelfth to the mid-fourteenth century 

was, like many prize craft traditions in the Muslim mid-

dle ages, passed down through families.38 Indeed, it 

seems to have been the monopoly of a very few fam-

ilies of prominent Shiites in Kashan.

Within this nexus of Shiite potting families in 

Kashan, Abu Zayd was clearly a master, the only pot-

Zayd tells us that he was a Hasani sayyid, that is, a 

descendant of the Prophet’s elder grandson, Hasan. 

Kashan, although a predominantly Sunni town at this 

time, had a large number of Shiites, who traced their 

descent to the Prophet’s son {Ali,30 and the signatures 

by Abu Zayd and others help us delineate the work of 

several of the Shiite families involved in the ceram-

ics business there. 

At least four generations of a family of Husayni say-

yids (descendants of the Prophet’s younger grandson, 

Husayn) made overglaze ceramics in Kashan over the 

course of a century and a half.31 The progenitor, Abu 

Tahir, was probably responsible for an enameled bowl 

in Cairo datable to the last quarter of the twelfth cen-

tury and a contemporary miniature-style luster bowl in 

Fig. 7. Luster mihrab from the tomb of Imam Reza at Mash-

had, dated 612 (1215–16). (After Watson, Persian Lustre Ware 

[London and Boston, 1985], fig. 104b)
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 Watson has suggested that the large star tiles, 

known only as singletons, might have been set as the 

occasional highlight in a panel of plain monochrome-

glazed tiles,41 but they could also have been set with 

luster cross tiles. We know of one undated luster cross 

tile with an epigraphic border signed by Abu Zayd;42 

several others without epigraphic borders might also 

be his work.43 Revetments of large star and cross tiles 

may have been another of Abu Zayd’s innovations that 

were soon picked up by other potters; for example, 

the imamzadas in Veramin and Qum from the 1260s 

and the undated tomb of the shaykh Abu Sa{id ibn 

Abi ’l Khayr in southern Turkmenistan were revetted 

with dado panels of star and cross tiles decorated with 

a variety of vegetal and fi gural designs surrounded by 

epigraphic borders,44 and such star-and-cross revet-

ments became standard in later times. 

Abu Zayd also collaborated on the larger molded 

revetments and niches used to cover cenotaphs and 

walls, as indicated by his signatures in the major shrines 

ter known to have worked on both tiles and vessels. 

Tiles signed by him come in a wide variety of shapes: 

stars, octagons, crosses, and square or rectangular tiles 

for friezes. Smaller versions (diameter: 22 cm) of the 

stars and octagons were fi tted together to form the 

revetments at Qum and Mashhad. Abu Zayd also made 

larger star tiles, measuring some 30 cm. in diameter 

(fi g. 8). Of nine such tiles dated to the fi rst decade 

of the seventh century AH (1203–13), fi ve are signed 

by Abu Zayd.39 They set the prototype for later pot-

ters, who adopted this larger size. These large star 

tiles were probably installed as part of dados in build-

ings whose revetments have not been preserved intact

—perhaps palaces, houses, or baths. Such tiles 

were used later to decorate the Ilkhanid palace at 

Takht-i Sulayman, and the fourteenth-century globe-

trotter Ibn Battuta mentioned seeing luster tiles of 

this type, which he called q¸sh¸nº, not only on the 

“colleges, religious houses, and convents” at Najaf but 

also on a bath in Isfahan.40 

Fig. 8. Luster star tile dated 607 (1210–11). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Denman Waldo Ross Collection, 07.670. (Photo-

graph ©2007, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
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and its writer was Abu Zayd. The phrase shows that 

Abu Zayd both composed and transcribed the verses 

found on the bowls, such as a quatrain inscribed on 

an enameled bowl dated 583 (1187–88):

man mihr-i tu dar miy¸n-i j¸n ¸vurdam

b¸ ¢ hama khurda dar miy¸n ¸vurdam

¸khir z hama jah¸n bar ¸vurdam sar

t¸ mihr-i tu bar s¸r-i jah¸n ¸vurdam

I put love of you in the midst of my soul;

Along with it I scrutinized a very insignificant thing.

Finally I raised my head above the world

Until I had elevated love of you over the world.51 

This quatrain became part of the standard repertory of 

Kashan potters. It is used on several other luster bowls 

in the Kashan style, on a contemporary luster tile with 

a horseman, and on several luster tiles made in the 

1270s for the palace at Takht-i Sulayman.52 Another 

quatrain composed by Abu Zayd appears on at least 

one luster tile—the fi rst dated example, from 1203 

(fi g. 4).53

In most cases, however, Abu Zayd, like other pot-

ters working in Kashan, transcribed verses by other 

poets.54 Scholars of Persian literature have identi-

fi ed some one hundred verses by a dozen poets on 

Kashan wares made at the turn of the thirteenth cen-

tury. The authors range from well-known fi gures like 

Awhad al-Din Anvari (d. 1189–90) to local luminar-

ies of the Isfahan school of panegyrists like Jamal 

al-Din Muhammad ibn {Abd al-Razzaq Isfahani (d. ca. 

1192) and Kamal Isma{il-i Isfahani (d. 1237). Some 

were well-known mystics, including Abu Sa{id ibn 

Abi ’l Khayr (d. 1049), Ruzbihan al-Baqli (d. 1209), 

Awhad al-Din Kirmani (d. 1298), and even Jalal 

al-Din Rumi (d. 1273). 55 Verses by most of these same 

authors also occur on the luster tiles made in the 1270s 

for the palace at Takht-i Sulayman, but the verses of 

at least two panegyric poets—Abu ’l-Faraj Runi (d. 

after 1099), who worked for the Ghaznavids, and 

{Imadi Shahryari (d. 1177 or 1186), who worked for 

the Bawandids and Seljuks—are found only on tiles 

from the turn of the thirteenth century. 

Ghouchani determined that in at least some instances 

the potter must have transcribed the verses while 

another person read them aloud from a written text. 

The three quatrains on the tile in Boston made by 

Abu Zayd in 1210–11 (fi g. 8), for example, are sep-

arated by the phrase “also [by him]” (ay¤an). Other 

tiles have similar phrases meaning “and also by him,” 

such as wa ay¤an lahu ham¢r¸st. The phrase “and in 

in Iran. The ensembles at Mashhad and Qum are the 

largest and fi nest to survive from the period. The 

mihrab at Mashhad, for example, comprises dozens of 

tiles, and a mihrab dated Safar 623 (February 1226) 

from the Maydan Mosque in Kashan includes some sev-

enty-fi ve tiles.45 Abu Zayd collaborated on these large 

projects with the Husayni sayyid Muhammad ibn Abi 

Tahir, who signed only this type of tile revetment. In 

contrast, Abu Zayd signed vessels as well. 

Like his tiles, Abu Zayd’s vessels come in a variety 

of forms—closed vases and open plates and bowls with 

either fl at or rounded profi les. Some shapes are par-

ticularly noteworthy; that of the scalloped dish in the 

Freer (fi g. 5) is so distinct that we can immediately dis-

cern that the mold used to make it was reused over a 

period of several years for other examples decorated 

in different techniques, including underglaze paint-

ing.46 The use of the same mold shows that the same 

workshop, if not the same potter—Abu Zayd himself—

painted in a wide range of techniques.

Abu Zayd’s lengthy signatures tell us more precisely 

about his many skills in making these tiles and vessels. 

On the newly acquired luster bowl (fi gs. 1–2), as well 

as the enameled bowls (e.g., fi g. 3) and the luster star 

tile in Cairo (fi g. 4), he was careful to specify that he 

had both made ({amila) and decorated (ªana{a) the 

work, thus distinguishing potting from painting and 

telling us that he did both. Abu Zayd was not the only 

potter to do this: his contemporary Muhammad ibn 

Abi Nasr al-Hasani signed a small dish dated Shaw-

wal 611 (February 1215) using the same formula.47 In 

later times, ceramicists’ talents became more special-

ized. The inscriptions on the mihrab from the Imam-

zada Yahya at Varamin, dated 705 (1305), tell us that 

the potter Yusuf ibn {Ali Muhammad made ({amila) 

it, while the potter and calligrapher {Ali ibn Ahmad 

ibn {Ali al-Husayni decorated (ªana{a) it.48 Abu Zayd 

also used the epithet naqq¸sh (painter or decorator) 

following his signature on the mihrab at Mashhad. In 

later generations painters would turn from ceramics to 

paper,49 but at the turn of the thirteenth century most 

artists in Iran painted on ceramics, even working out 

their preliminary designs on the backs of tiles.50 

In addition to his artistic skills, Abu Zayd’s signa-

tures tell us about his literary ones, for he was not only 

a potter and painter but also a poet and scribe. He 

signed his enameled bowls with the distinctive phrase 

q¸}iluhu wa k¸tibuhu Ab¢ Zayd, literally saying that its 

narrator (meaning the narrator of the preceding verses) 
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his uncles were scholars and calligraphers,58 and Raw-

andi himself earned a living as a calligrapher, binder, 

and gilder. He wrote a now-lost treatise on calligra-

phy, and he assisted his uncle Zayn al-Din Mahmud 

Kashi, tutor to the Seljuk ruler Tugril III (r. 1176–94), 

in preparing a magnifi cent Qur}an manuscript for the 

sultan. Rawandi boasts of Kashanis’ skill in calligraphy 

(kha««), and Abu Zayd was similarly proud of his own 

talent, signing his wares with the distinctive phrase 

“in his own hand” (bi-kha««ihi).

Rawandi presumably wanted to dedicate his history 

of the Seljuks to a ruler in Persia, but after the Khwa -

razm shah conquest of Iran in 1194, the historian fl ed 

the area and sought patronage at the court of the 

Seljuks of Rum in Konya. Rawandi’s relocation west-

ward was typical of Iranian intellectuals and artists at 

the time. The painter {Abd al-Mu}min al-Khuwayyi, 

whose epithet suggests that he came from Khoy in 

northwestern Iran, presumably also fl ed from Iran to 

Konya, where he produced the only illustrated man-

uscript to survive from Seljuk times: a copy of the 

romance of Warqa and Gulshah datable ca. 1250, 

whose paintings are much indebted to the style used 

earlier on enameled wares.59 

Unlike the Hasani sayyid Abu Zayd, Rawandi was 

an ardent Sunni. He even claimed to have written 

a polemical text against the Shiites, his bêtes noire, 

whom he called r¸fi ¤iyya, meaning turncoats or desert-

ers. But despite their differing sectarian views, Rawandi 

and Abu Zayd shared a common literary milieu and 

mode of expression. Rawandi viewed history as edifi -

cation and deliberately exploited an elaborate rhetor-

ical style, copiously fl eshing out his didactic essay on 

exemplary kingship with numerous interpolations. As 

on the contemporary ceramics, they are drawn from an 

array of sources, ranging from the Qur}an and hadith 

to Arabic proverbs and poetry. Rawandi’s history con-

tains a total of 2,799 poetic snippets, including 511 

by the historian himself in praise of his patron Kay-

khusraw. Others are taken from well-known authors 

like Nizami and Firdawsi, with the selections from 

the Sh¸hn¸ma typically quoted out of context in long 

passages combining verses from different parts of the 

epic and probably drawn from an anthology like the 

one compiled by {Ali ibn Ahmad in 1081–82. Also rep-

resented are a host of lesser-known poets, including 

Abu ’l-Faraj Runi and {Imadi Shahryari, the same two 

poets whose verses are found on contemporary lus-

ter tiles but not on those made later in the  century. 

Persian” (wa bi ’l-f¸rsiyya) is also used to separate an 

Arabic verse from its Persian translation. Such phrases 

are typically included in written anthologies to show 

the connection between one selection and the next, 

and the inclusion of these connectors shows that the 

texts inscribed on ceramics are derived from such 

anthologies. Ghouchani further pointed out that the 

inscribed texts incorporate a few homonyms or mis-

spellings that would have occurred only when tran-

scribing from an oral recitation. In short, these pot-

ters were scribes who could take dictation.

In addition to a wide range of verse, the potters 

were also familiar with religious texts in both Persian 

and Arabic. The inscriptions on some tiles, especially 

those made for the shrines at Qum and Mashhad and 

for other religious sites, include Arabic and Persian 

poems; excerpts from the Qur}an; hadith of the Prophet 

Muhammad; and sayings by his son {Ali, his grand-

sons Hasan and Husayn, the Fifth Imam Muhammad 

Baqir, and the Eleventh Imam Hasan {Askari. One of 

Abu Zayd’s star tiles for Mashhad, dated Jumada I 612 

(November 1215), even has a text describing God’s 

revelation to Moses in the Old Testament. 

The potters’ own religious learning is shown by 

the honorifi cs they bore, for many of them had titles 

ending in dºn (religion or faith). On the luster plate 

in the Freer (fi g. 5), for example, Abu Zayd identi-

fi es himself as Shams al-Din (Sun of the Faith). The 

builder from the Ibn Babuwayh family who repaired 

the city walls of Qum in 1176–77 was an imam (prayer 

leader) who bore the title Jamal al-Din (Glory of the 

Faith).56 The Kashan potter {Ali ibn Muhammad ibn 

Abi Tahir was Zayn al-Din (Ornament of the Faith), 

and his son Muhammad was Rukn al-Din (Pillar of the 

Faith). Such epithets underscore how learned these 

craftsmen were. 

As artist, scribe, and scholar, Abu Zayd bears com-

parison to his close contemporary, the Persian histo-

rian Najm al-Din Muhammad ibn {Ali Rawandi.57 Like 

Abu Zayd’s ceramics, Rawandi’s written work provides 

the only biographical information we have about him, 

in Rawandi’s case a dynastic history of the Seljuks enti-

tled R¸¥at al-ªu¤¢r wa ¸yat al-sur¢r (Refreshment of 

the Hearts’ Sadness and Signal of Gladness, or, more 

literally, Ease for Bosoms and Marvel of Happiness). 

As his epithet Rawandi indicates, the historian came 

from a village near Kashan, a city he deemed to be 

the center of Arabic learning in twelfth-century Iran. 

Like Abu Zayd, he belonged to a scholarly family: both 
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ay khaªm-i tu khastah karda pahl¢-yi jigar

shud ghamza–i payk¸n ªifatash s¢-yi jigar

baksh¸ kasº ch¢n kh¢n-i l¸lah kh¢n-i d¸man

bº r¢-yi tu s¢khtast bar r¢-yi jigar 

O you whose fury has made my heart ache,

Whose amorous glance has pierced my heart like an 

arrow,

Forgive, since like the tulip engorged with blood

My heart is inflamed without your face.

Many other verses inscribed on these vessels and tiles 

by Abu Zayd and his contemporaries speak to the 

same theme. The text on Abu Zayd’s 1210 star tile 

in Boston, for example, contains three quatrains by 

{Imadi Shahryari of the “sorrow”(gham) type. The fi rst 

one begins:

guftam bi shikasta dil ki ch¢n d¸rº k¸r

andar shikan-i zulf-i kham andar kham-i y¸r

dil guft ki nºk¢st zi m¸ dast bid¸r

m¸ har du shikastar¸ bi-ham b¸z guz¸r

I asked my broken heart, “How are you doing 

In the twists and curls of the beloved’s locks?”

My heart replied, “It’s fine. Let go of us. 

Put us two broken ones [i.e., the broken heart and the 

curly lock] back together.”

Like Rawandi, potters such as Abu Zayd displayed their 

literary skill by combining different types of texts, often 

in verse and sometimes in two languages or by dif-

ferent authors, in the epigraphic band on a tile or 

ware, and then adding an expandable signature and 

date that could be shortened or lengthened to take 

up the remaining space.62 The larger the surface, the 

more room for novelty and juxtaposition. The inscrip-

tion around the interior of the newly acquired bowl 

combines a quatrain, a distich, and a signature, while 

that around the inside of the large plate in the Freer, 

whose circumference is almost twice that of the bowl, 

has three separate poetic texts—an ode (qaªºda) with 

alternate lines of Persian and Arabic, a distich about 

achieving union with the beloved by drinking wine, and 

a quatrain with benedictions to the owner—before a 

phrase with good wishes to the owner in Persian and 

the date in Arabic.63

We know that the users or viewers of these objects 

were meant to read the poetry, since some benedic-

tory inscriptions are addressed directly to the owner. 

Some contain generalized good wishes: on the newly 

acquired bowl, for example, the Kufi c inscription 

around the interior is derived from repeated good 

Rawandi’s rhetorically sophisticated style can be seen 

as a multilayered evocation of the past designed to 

explain the present and to provide admonition with 

respect to the future. The poetic interpolations in his 

history, once viewed negatively as irrelevant encum-

brances, have recently been reassessed positively as 

signs of elegance and entertainment.60

Both Rawandi and Abu Zayd, then, exemplify the 

literary culture (adab) of medieval Persia, in which 

the quotation (and occasionally composition) of short 

verses in both Persian and Arabic was deemed a mark 

of erudition. Those in Rawandi’s history were inserted 

to display his sophisticated style in order to win the 

backing of secretaries and offi cials whose infl uence 

would gain the historian a position at court. These 

offi cials must have been well versed not only in rheto-

ric but also in literature. Similarly, the verses inscribed 

on contemporary ceramics were designed to appeal 

to and fl atter patrons and readers.

To see this, let us examine more closely the Persian 

poetry on the newly discovered bowl. The inscription 

around the interior rim (fi g. 1) includes a quatrain 

and a couplet before the artist’s signature and date. 

The quatrain, rhyming in vaf¸ (loyalty), laments the 

beloved’s infi delity:

ay dar tu nadºda hºch kas rang-i vaf¸

«ab{-i tu nagarda hargiz ¸hang-i vaf¸

chand¸n kas bi-har tar¸z¢yat bar sanjam

nab¢d . . . sang-i vaf¸

O you in whom no one has seen any trace of loyalty,

Your temperament has never shown loyalty.

If I were to place weight on your balance

There would be no . . .[?] the weight of loyalty.

The band continues with a distich about fate that 

is similar to, though not identical with, one from 

Firdawsi’s Sh¸hn¸ma:

bikhur harch d¸rº mana b¸z pas 

t¢ ranjº chir¸ m¸nd b¸yad bi-kas

Use all you have, keep nothing back. 

You will suffer distress, why should it be left to someone 

[else]? 61

The outside of the bowl (fi g. 2) is inscribed with a 

similar quatrain, rhyming in jigar (literally liver, but 

fi guratively sympathy or heart) and lamenting the 

agony of love:
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their patronage of such major work by potters from 

that city.

After the fall of the Seljuks of Iran in 1194, viziers 

at the court of the Khwarazmshahs continued to com-

mission these luxury ceramics. The dedicatory inscrip-

tion around the neck of a funnel-shaped luster jug 

once in the Bahrami Collection gives the name of the 

owner as one Hasan ibn Salman, who is identifi ed as 

“Grand Vizier” (al-ªadr al-kabºr), “Support of the Peo-

ple and Faith” ({im¸d al-milla wa ’l-dºn), “Crown of 

Islam and the Muslims” (t¸j al-Isl¸m wa ’l-Muslimºn), 

and “Favorite of Kings and Sultans” ({azºz al-mul¢k 

wa ’l-sal¸«ºn).72 Bahrami dated the vessel ca. 1215 on 

stylistic grounds and suggested that the patron was an 

important offi cial working under the Khwarazmshahs. 

Bahrami’s attribution is confi rmed by the inscription on 

an inlaid bronze penbox dated 607 (1210–11), made 

for Majd al-Mulk al-Muzaffar, grand vizier to the last 

of the Khwarazmshahs, who bears titles virtually iden-

tical to those found on the luster jug.73 Two bowls of 

approximately the same date, one signed by Abu Zayd 

and a fragmentary one that can be assigned to him 

because of its very similar style (fi g. 9), are dedicated 

to a vizier named Muhammad ibn {Abdallah.74

A fourth object with a specifi c owner who was prob-

ably a vizier is an enameled bowl decorated almost 

entirely with gold.75 The inscription around the rim 

offers good wishes to one Najib al-Din, whose epi-

thets, “Success of Islam” (sa{d al-Isl¸m) and “the Most 

Capable of Capable Men” (akf¸ al-kuf¸t), connect him 

to the administration. That the Najib al-Din named 

on the enameled bowl should be identifi ed with the 

pious Najib al-Din {Ali Buzghash (d. 1279), as sug-

gested in the catalogue of the Khalili Collection, is, 

however, most unlikely. The latter Najib al-Din was 

a famous Shirazi Sufi  who initiated {Abd al-Samad 

in the Suhrawardiyya line.76 His title was shakyh, and 

to judge from dated enameled wares, he was many 

decades too young. A more likely candidate is the 

Khwarazmshah vizier Najib al-Din, whose son Baha} 

al-Mulk replaced Majd al-Mulk as vizier to the last of 

the Khwarazmshahs.77 

Patronage of fi ne ceramics at the turn of the thir-

teenth century was not limited to men of the pen; 

men of the sword commissioned them as well. The 

scalloped plate in the Freer bears the titles of one 

such amir. His personal names have been obliterated, 

but he is identifi ed as a marshal (isfahs¸l¸r) who car-

ried the titles “Sword of Kings and the Faith” (sayf 

al-mul¢k wa ’l-dºn) and “Scimitar of the Commander 

wishes in the form of al-{izz al-d¸}im wa ’l-iqb¸l (perpet-

ual glory and prosperity).64   Such stylized inscriptions in 

Kufi c were so common that they were probably meant 

to be instantly recognized as much as read.65

Some benedictory inscriptions are more specifi c. 

For example, one distich found repeatedly on works 

by Abu Zayd and other potters offers God’s protec-

tion to the owner:

nigah d¸r b¸d¸ jah¸n-¸farºn 

bi har j¸ ki b¸shad khud¸vand-i ºn 

May the creator of the world protect 

The owner of this, wherever he may be.66 

In a few cases the inscriptions even specify what the 

vessel is. For example, the poetry on the luster dish 

in the Freer includes a quatrain invoking good luck 

on the owner of “this plate” («abaq). A verse could be 

adapted to apply to a specifi c vessel, as long as the 

word for it fi t the meter. So, on an enameled bowl 

probably also by Abu Zayd, the noun is changed to 

qada¥ (bowl), and on several other bowls, including 

one found at Gurgan and signed by Muhammad ibn 

Muhamad al-Nishapuri at Kashan and others now in 

the Khalili Collection, it becomes k¸sa (bowl).67 Sev-

eral scholars have shown how the words inscribed on 

Iranian metal wares can help us not only to compile 

a vocabulary of shapes and forms but also to under-

stand the role of the craftsmen in making them.68 Fur-

ther recording the words used in the verses on luster 

and enameled ceramics would be of similar use. For 

example, the foundation inscription on the cenotaph 

in Qum includes the term al-kit¸bat al-ªiniyya, showing 

that Persian potters used ªiniyya, literally “Chinese,” 

to refer to ceramics made from stonepaste, the indig-

enous substitute for porcelain.

Most of these ceramics seem to have been made 

for the market, but a few objects, particularly the fi n-

est ones, were created for specifi c individuals, whose 

names and titles indicate that they belonged to the 

top ranks of both viziers and amirs.69 The person 

who commissioned the tilework at Qum in 1206, for 

example, came from a family of viziers.70 He is iden-

tifi ed as Muzaffar ibn Ahmad ibn Isma{il. His great-

grandfather is named as the deceased (literally “mar-

tyred”) vizier (al-wazºr al-shahºd) Mu{in al-Din Ahmad 

ibn Fadl ibn Mahmud, who is perhaps the same per-

son as Mukhtass al-Mulk al-Kashi, who served as vizier 

for the Seljuk sultan Sanjar from 1123 to 1127, when 

he was arrested on the orders of disgruntled amirs.71 

The family’s origin in Kashan would help to explain 
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Fig. 9, a and b. Fragment from a luster bowl, interior and exterior. Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Madina Collection 

of Islamic Art, gift of Camilla Chandler Frost, M.2002.1.187. (Photograph © 2007, Museum Associates/LACMA)

a

b
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owner and a variety of aphorisms or proverbs drawn 

from a wide range of sources.82 Oya Pancaroqlu has 

shown that the aphorisms refl ect three themes—gen-

erosity, virtuous conduct, and knowledge—and has 

connected them to contemporary interest in correct 

deportment and moral behavior, as exemplifi ed by 

the Kit¸b al-muwashsh¸}, the work of belles lettres by 

the Baghdadi literateur Abu ’l-Tayyib Muhammad al-

Washsha} (d. 936).83 What remains unexplained is why 

these aphorisms are inscribed in such a complex and 

convoluted style, a hard-to-read angular script adorned 

with numerous knots, plaits, and fl ourishes that render 

the short texts diffi cult, and sometimes even impos-

sible, to decipher. 

Again, decipherment seems to have been a game. 

The inscriptions on Samanid slipwares are typically 

written to face inward, so that when the plate or bowl 

was full, only the bottoms of the letters were visible. 

As the food was consumed, the bodies of the letters 

and eventually the stems would appear. Only when 

the diner had fi nished could he pick up the empty 

vessel and turn it around to decipher the complicated 

text, which often admonished the improvement of the 

diner’s behavior. In the case of a bowl in the David 

Collection (fi g. 10), for example, whoever managed 

of the Faithful” (¥us¸m amºr al-mu}minºn). Similarly, 

an enameled bowl depicting an elephant and howdah 

bears good wishes to the amir Abu Nasr Kirmanshah.78 

The 1179–80 luster bowl in the Plotnick Collection, 

one of the two earliest such vessels known, contains a 

quatrain about the amir of Mawara} al-Nahr (Transox-

iana) and the city of Marv.79 Like the bureaucrats, the 

amirs are typically lauded as learned ({¸lim); learning 

(as well as good taste) seems to be one of the threads 

that connect these high-ranking patrons.

But how are we to understand the meaning of the 

poetry on these ceramics? Why did Abu Zayd and his 

contemporaries inscribe these verses, sometimes dis-

paraged as doggerel, on wares made for such literati? 

Comparing Abu Zayd’s work to that of his contempo-

rary Rawandi may help us better understand the func-

tion of this poetry, for Rawandi’s work has been sub-

jected to more formal literary analysis. Julie Meisami 

has proposed that Rawandi’s frequent interpolations 

served a range of purposes, from general sentential 

or homiletic to narrative.80 The medieval historian, 

she argued, played games with the traditional con-

vention of tamaththul (imitation or representation) 

by rearranging verses, anachronistically putting them 

in the mouths of earlier historical fi gures, occasion-

ally changing their speakers’ gender, and transform-

ing their original meaning. Rawandi did so, she sug-

gests, for deliberate rhetorical effect, as he expected 

his audience to know the originals and hence appre-

ciate his departures from them, whether manipula-

tive, ironic, or subtle. 

In a parallel way, I imagine that a contemporary 

audience looking at these ceramic tiles and vessels was 

meant to recognize the sources of the texts, most of 

whose authors are not mentioned by name.81 It was 

a mark of erudition to distinguish a verse by Runi or 

Shahryari from one by Anvari or Nizami. Reading and 

reciting the inscriptions, written in a clear but not par-

ticularly calligraphic script, and then identifying the 

author would have been an intellectual game, a sort 

of Scrabble or Trivial Pursuit for medieval literati. 

One may argue the same sort of intellectual enter-

tainment had held true for the inscriptions painted 

on slip-covered earthenwares made in eastern Iran 

and Transoxania under the Samanids in the tenth 

century, a subject of long-standing interest to Oleg 

Grabar. These ceramics, mostly bowls and plates, are 

beautifully painted, in brown or blackish slip over 

white, with inscriptions containing good wishes to the 

Fig. 10. Slip-painted bowl, probably tenth century, Eastern 

Iran or Transoxania. David Collection, Copenhagen, 22/1974. 

(Photo courtesy of the David Collection)
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Various interpretations have been put forward to 

explain the complex imagery on individual stonepaste 

ceramics, mainly bowls and plates. In at least one 

case—the very early bowl in the Plotnick Collection—

it is possible to see a direct link.88 The quatrain men-

tions the amir of Transoxiana and a brimming gob-

let, while the scene above shows three fi gures: an 

enthroned prince on the right, next to a servant offer-

ing a goblet to a third, bearded, fi gure seated on the 

left. The scene thus illustrates the poetry below it. 

Firouz Bagherzadeh has explained similar scenes of 

an enthroned prince with courtiers on three enam-

eled bowls dated in the month of Muharram of the 

year 582 (1186) or 583 (1187) as depicting ceremo-

nies associated with ta{ziyya, the commemoration of 

the deaths of Husayn and {Ali during the fi rst days of 

Muharram, notably the bestowal of a robe of honor 

to the naqºb, or head of the Shiites.89 His explana-

tion, while possible, is not totally convincing, for it 

fails to show why other bowls of the same shape dated 

to the same month and year show a totally different 

iconography. For example, one of Abu Zayd’s enam-

eled bowls made in Muharram 583 (March 1187), 

now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (64.1782), 

depicts a horseman. Bagherzadeh’s explanation also 

neglects to account for the love poetry, whether on 

the outside of the bowl or inscribed directly beneath 

the fi gural scene.

In other cases, it is possible to suggest a direct con-

nection between the love poetry and the accompa-

nying fi gural imagery. The two fi gures on the newly 

acquired bowl and on the star tile in Boston, subtly 

distinguished as a couple by details of hair and dress, 

can be connected to the verses about the beloved’s 

infi delity inscribed around them. Like the poetry, they 

can be interpreted either as a pair of earthbound lov-

ers or as the endless search for the eternal beloved. 

But what about the scenes of enthroned or mounted 

fi gures that Abu Zayd painted on luster and enam-

eled bowls inscribed with similar verses? 

Guest and Ettinghausen’s analysis of the scene on 

the scalloped plate (fi g. 5) was more complex.90 While 

they discounted the poetry as irrelevant to the subject 

matter, they proposed a sophisticated interpretation of 

the scene on the front as refl ecting a combination of 

themes. They fi rst reviewed the traditional interpreta-

tion of Khusraw espying Shirin bathing as told by the 

poet Nizami, a story that would have been familiar to 

readers. Rawandi, for example, drew most of his 249 

interpolations of Nizami from this one story. Because 

to read the inscription was advised, “He who believes 

in recompense [from God] is generous with gifts.”84 

In other words, the satisfi ed diner should reward the 

host or server.

Two and a half centuries later in central Iran, Abu 

Zayd and his contemporaries played the same sort 

of literary games, though the content of the text 

they inscribed changed from moral aphorisms to love 

poetry. The fi rst lusterwares in the monumental style, 

like their precursors in Egypt and Syria, are generally 

anepigraphic, typically decorated with large single fi g-

ures, but potters in Iran soon added words to the pic-

tures. Lusterwares in the large-scale miniature style, 

like the contemporary enameled bowls, are inscribed 

with texts that encircle the bowl facing inward, as on 

the Samanid slipwares, or are set in a band below the 

image (fi g. 3). The layout and direction of the writ-

ing immediately connect text to image. Inscriptions 

play a still more prominent role on lusterwares in the 

Kashan style. Multiple bands are often juxtaposed, the 

technique and style of writing change, and the inscrip-

tion—whether written in luster or scratched through 

the glaze—is typically fl ipped so that the text faces 

outward around the rim, with the center of the com-

position fi lled with vegetal or fi gural designs. 

The choice of text and ornament on tiles seems 

deliberately coordinated to setting. The tiles installed 

in the Shiite shrines at Qum and Mashhad, for exam-

ple, are decorated with vegetal designs surrounded 

with pious texts, and at least one tile at Mashhad spe-

cifi cally describes the virtues of {Ali, whose descendant 

is buried there.85 Similarly, in the tomb of Abu Sa{id, 

the star tiles are inscribed with Qur}anic verses, and 

the crosses contain Persian legends about the acts and 

actions of Abu Sa{id himself, taken from the Asr¸r 

al-taw¥ºd (Secrets of Unity), a hagiography compiled 

in the late twelfth century by the shaykh’s descendant 

Muhammad ibn Nur al-Din Munawwar.86 The use of 

tiles with vegetal imagery surrounded by specifi c pious 

texts chosen for the site suggests a similar connection 

between fi gural imagery and the surrounding poetry 

on individual vessels. Although the poetry is usually 

disparaged as irrelevant, I suspect rather that there 

exists a connection that we do not appreciate today. 

In the same way, David Roxburgh’s recent research 

has shown that the pages in albums compiled under 

the Timurids and Safavids, although they may not be 

ordered in what we now consider logical sequence, 

were deliberately arranged to fi t contemporary meth-

ods of preserving and displaying art.87
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and concupiscent faculties so that people experience 

contractive and expansive moods and thereby cause great 

affairs in the order of the world.93

The word that Nizami {Arudi used for the craft of 

poetry was ªin¸{at, the noun derived from the same 

root that Abu Zayd used to refer to painting on ceram-

ics. Both poets and painters in medieval Iran, then, 

were supposed to mix metaphors, both verbal and 

visual, to evoke and provoke beauty in the minds of the 

beholders. We sometimes envision medieval craftsmen 

as anonymous, impoverished, and illiterate laborers. 

The case of Abu Zayd shows us that they were any-

thing but. As a potter, poet, scholar, and scribe, he 

created works of art that were designed to appeal to 

his contemporaries, who were as visually and literarily 

sophisticated as he was. Literary historians are begin-

ning to decode the multilevel metaphors of medieval 

Persian poetry and prose, and art historians must do 

the same for the visual arts.

Boston College, Chestnut Hill, MA

Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA

APPENDIX: PRELIMINARY LIST OF WORKS BY 
ABU ZAYD

(including, respectively, date, description, provenance 

and/or present location, published references, and 

comments)

1. 

4 Muharam 582 (27 March 1186)

Enameled bowl with two fi gures seated on a throne 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 64.178.1

RCEA 3414bis (no Arabic); Watson, “Documentary 

Mºn¸}º,” no. 2 and pls. 161–62

A key piece in distinguishing Abu Zayd’s signatures 

on enameled wares.

2. 

Shawwal 582 (December 1186–January 1187)

Fragment of an enameled bowl 

Ex-Bahrami Collection

Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 3 and pl. 160

Distinctive form of signature, but without the name 

Abu Zayd.

of the extraneous fi gures in the scene, Guest and 

Ettinghausen rejected this interpretation, suggesting 

instead that the scene might combine royal and nar-

rative themes, such as a sleeping groom dreaming of 

a water sprite, with mystical ones, in which the fi sh in 

the exergue, for example, represented the gnostic, the 

mystic, or the Prophet and the water divine grace. 

Guest and Ettinghausen were correct in drawing 

attention to the symbolic nature of the imagery and 

the willful combination of elements, for I believe that 

explicating both text and image was meant as an enter-

tainment for the user, who was expected to read and 

parse the various quotations of poetry, identify their 

sources from lyric and epic poets, and appreciate the 

subtle variations. In the same way, the user was sup-

posed to read the iconography, which was likewise 

drawn from a range of sources. The point was the jux-

taposition of familiar elements to produce the unfa-

miliar. Just as classical Persian poetry revels in the 

refi nement of existing conventions, combining stan-

dard topoi in different ways, so the scenes on these 

ceramics combined standard components in slightly 

different ways. Some fi gures were stereotypes, such as 

the miserable, suffering, and unrequited lover and his 

aloof, unconcerned, and inapproachable beloved. Oth-

ers could evoke literary topoi. The scene on the enam-

eled bowl in Chicago attributed to Abu Zayd, which 

depicts a fi gure seated on a bull leading a half-naked 

prisoner, recalls but does not exactly replicate Firdaw-

si’s tale of Faridun and Zahhak.91 The boys and girls 

in a schoolroom on a large luster dish in Copenha-

gen call to mind Nizami’s story of Layla and Majnun, 

a less-favored choice of Rawandi.92 Similarly, some ele-

ments of the scene on the scalloped luster plate could 

evoke Nizami’s tale of Khusraw and Shirin. Readers 

of both verbal and visual imagery were expected to 

know the repertory of a tradition that was cumulative, 

building upon itself.

The poet Nizami {Arudi of Samarkand, writing ca. 

1155 in his Chah¸r maq¸la (Four Discourses), described 

the function of contemporary verse:

Poetry is a craft by means of which the poet arranges in 

order premises that produce an image in the mind and 

knits together arguments that lead to a conclusion in 

such a way that he makes the meaning of an insignificant 

thing significant and the meaning of a significant thing 

insignificant, and he displays a beautiful thing in a hid-

eous robe and an ugly thing in a gorgeous raiment. By 

means of such ambiguousness he stirs up the irascible 
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8. 

Safar 587 (February–March 1191)

Large luster bowl 

Art Institute of Chicago 1927.414

Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 638; Watson, Persian 

Lustre Ware, pl. 38

Illegible signature contains Abu Zayd’s characteristic 

phrase bi-kha««ihi (“in his own hand”), and painting in 

the miniature style resembles that on the fragment of 

a luster vase dated the same year (see 9 below).

9.

587 (January 1191–January 1192)

Fragment of a luster vase 

Ex-Bahrami Collection; present whereabouts un -

known

Bahrami, Gurgan Faiences, pl. 9b, where misdated to 

604; Watson, “Persian Lustre-Painted Pottery,” pl. 10B; 

Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 53 

Miniature style.

10. 

Rabi{ II [58]9 or [5]9[0] (April 1193 or 1194) 

Sherd from the rim of a luster bowl

British Institute, Tehran

Watson, “Persian Lustre-Painted Pottery,” pl. 12a–b

Large-scale miniature style.

11. 

Rajab 598 (March–April 1202)

Fragment of a scalloped luster plate

Private collection, Tehran 

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 16a; Bahrami, 

“Problème des ateliers,” fi gs. 1–2

First piece in Kashan style; center repaired but rim with 

signature and date preserved; dated in numerals.

12.

4 Safar 600 (11 October 1203)

Luster star tile with four seated fi gures

Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, 3162

RCEA 3587; Ettinghausen, “Identifi cation of Kashan 

Pottery,” fi g. 3; Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 

16b; Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi g. 1

Earliest dated luster tile.

13. 

Jumada II 600 (February–March 1204)

Luster bowl with seated couple

3. 

Muharram 583 (March–April 1187) 

Enameled bowl with horseman

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 64.178.2

RCEA 3429; Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 4 and 

pls. 163–64 

Distinctive form of signature, but without the name 

Abu Zayd.

4. 

Muharram 583 (March–April 1187)

Enameled bowl with single fi gure seated on a throne

British Museum, London, 1945.10-17.261

Pope and Ackerman, Survey of Persian Art, pl. 688 (exte-

rior and interior); Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 

5 and pl. 165

Distinctive form of signature, but without the name 

Abu Zayd; much restored.

5. 

[5]83 (March 1187–March 1188)

Enameled bowl with three fi gures seated on a throne

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, M.45.3.16

Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 6 and pls. 166–

67

Distinctive form of signature, but without the name 

Abu Zayd.

6.

Muharram 583 (March–April 1187)

Enameled bowl

Ex-Injoudian Collection; current whereabouts 

unknown

Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 7 and pl. 168

Same style as other enameled bowls, but simpler. 

7. 

582–83 (March 1186–March 1188)

Enameled bowl with fi gure on bull, leading prisoner

Ex-Crosier Collection, Geneva; Plotnik Collection, 

Chicago

Treasures of Islam, ed. Toby Falk (London, 1985),

no. 231; Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º,” no. 8; Jean 

Mouliérac, Céramiques du monde musulmane: Collections 

de l’Institut du monde arabe et de J. P. et F. Croisier (Paris, 

1999), 119; Pancaroqlu, Perpetual Glory, no. 70

Same style of writing and drawing as on other enam-

eled bowls.
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19. 

Rabi{ II 608 (September–October 1211)

Luster star tile with cavalier

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 07. 903

Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 722; Bahrami, “Master-

Potter of Kashan,” pl. 17a; Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 

pl. 106; V. Porter, Islamic Tiles, fi g. 33

20. 

Shawwal 609 (February–March 1213)

Luster bowl with four seated fi gures and exterior with 

inscription in relief on a blue ground 

Ex-Bahrami Collection

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 17b

21. 

Ca. 609 (June 1212–June 1213)

Luster bowl with exterior inscription in relief on a blue 

ground

Sold at Sotheby’s New York, 23 June 1989, lot 214

Similar in shape and exterior decoration to the bowl 

dated Shawwal 609 (see 20 above); inscription contains 

the name of the vizier Muhammad ibn {Abdallah and 

the phrase katabahu Ab¢ Zayd (“Abu Zayd wrote it”).

22. 

Ca. 609 (June 1212–June 1213)

Fragments of a luster bowl with several fi gures on 

the interior and an inscription in relief on a blue 

ground

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, M.2002.1.187

Similar in shape and exterior decoration to the bowl 

dated Shawwal 609 (see 20 above); inscription contains 

the name of Muhammad ibn {Abdallah, who is entitled 

mu}ayyad al-wuzar¸} (“Assister of Viziers”).

23.

Ca. 609 (June 1212–June 1213)

Luster cross tile 

Gemeentemuseum, The Hague

Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi g. 31

Same style of birds, leaves and vine as on bowl dated 

Shawwal 609 (see 20 above).

24.

First ten days of Dhu ’l-Qa{da 609 (1 March–23 April 

1213)

Star tile with fi gure in a garden

Ex-Pusgul Collection; Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo

Wiet, Exposition persane de 1931, pl. XIX; Bahrami, 

“Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 16c

David Collection, Copenhagen, 45/2001

Blair and Bloom, Cosmophilia, no. 118

14. 

Rajab 602 (February–March 1206) 

Luster tiles for a cenotaph

Shrine of Fatima, Qum

Þab¸«ab¸}º, Turbat-i P¸k¸n, 1:49–56; Watson, Persian 

Lustre Ware, pl. 103

15.

604 (July 1207–July 1208)

Scalloped luster plate

Ex-Reitlinger Collection; Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

EA 1978.2320

Watson, “Masjid-i {Alº, Quhr¢d,” 74 no. 4; Watson, Per-

sian Lustre Ware, 198

Much damaged; repaired in the center, like the scal-

loped luster plate once in the Bahrami Collection (no. 

11), with a fragment showing a horseman, probably 

from a luster tile also made by Abu Zayd; inscription on 

the plate’s cavetto says that Abu Zayd wrote it after he 

made ({amila) and decorated (ªana{a) it in the months 

of the year 604.

16.

Safar 607 (July–August 1210) 

Fragment of a luster star tile with fi gure in a garden 

Museum für islamische Kunst, Berlin, 487

Bahrami, “Problème des ateliers,” pl. 56b

Distinctive signature, but without the name Abu Zayd; 

dated in numerals.

17.

Jumada II 607 (November–December 1210)

Scalloped luster plate with fi ve standing fi gures, horse, 

and groom

Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, 41.11 

Pope and Ackerman, Survey of Persian Art, pl. 708; Guest 

and Ettinghausen, “Iconography of a Kashan Luster 

Plate”; Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 63

18. 

607 (June 1210–June 1211)

Luster star tile with conversing couple 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 07.670

Pope and Ackerman, Survey of Persian Art, pl. 722E; 

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” fi g. 16b; Watson, 

Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 107; Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i 

Sulayman, fi g. 28
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NOTES

1. The bowl was offered by sale in 2001 by Sara Kuehn and is fea-

tured in her catalogue, Central Asian & Islamic Textiles and Works 

of Art (London, 2001), no. 13 (no provenance given). It was 

acquired by the David Collection in Copenhagen (45/2001) 

and exhibited by Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan M. Bloom: see 

their exhibition catalogue Cosmophilia: Islamic Art from the David 

Collection, Copenhagen (Chestnut Hill, MA, 2006), no. 118. 

2. The fi rst and major study of Abu Zayd was compiled more 

than a half century ago by Mehdi Bahrami, “A Master-Pot-

ter of Kashan,” Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society 20 

(1944): 35–40. Since then, short articles have appeared: Oli-

ver Watson, “Ab¢ Zayd K¸±¸nº,” and “Ab¢ Zayd b. Mo¥ammad 

b. Abº Zayd K¸±¸nº,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, ed. Ehsan Yar-

shater (London and New York, 1985), s.v., and Sheila Blair, 

“Abu Zayd,” in The Dictionary of Art, ed. Jane Turner (Lon-

don, 1996), s.v.

3. See, for example, his studies “Notes on the Decorative Com-

position of a Bowl from Northeastern Iran,” in Islamic Art 

in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, ed. R. Ettinghausen (New 

York, 1972), 91–97, and “Les art mineurs de l’Orient musul-

man à partir du milieu du XIIe siècle,” Cahiers de civilisation 

médiévale 12, 2 (1968): 181–90, repr. as VI and XI in his Stud-

ies in Medieval Islamic Art (London, 1976), as well as his essay 

“The Visual Arts 1050–1350,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, 

vol. 5, The Saljuq and Mongol Periods, ed. J. A. Boyle (Cam-

bridge, 1968), 626–58. 

4. Oliver Watson, “Documentary Mºn¸}º and Ab¢ Zaid’s Bowls,” 

in The Art of the Seljuqs in Iran and Anatolia, ed. Robert Hillen-

brand (Costa Mesa, CA, 1994), 170–80, showed that the Abu 

Zayd who signed enameled wares was the same person as the 

Abu Zayd who signed lusterwares.

5. The fullest discussion of this bowl is Watson, “Documentary 

Mºn¸}º and Ab¢ Zaid’s Bowls.”

6. OC[1]-1932; A. U. Pope and P. Ackerman, eds., A Survey of 

Persian Art from Prehistoric Times to the Present (repr. Tehran, 

1977), pl. 707A; Oliver Watson, Persian Lustre Ware (London, 

1985), pl. 67.

7. Sheila R. Canby, The Rebellious Reformer: The Drawings and Paint-

ings of Riza-yi {Abbasi of Isfahan (London, 1997).

8. Just southwest of modern Kashan, the site of Tepe Sialk, exca-

vated by Roman Ghirshman in the 1930s, has yielded one of 

the major ceramic sequences from Neolithic times. See Rob-

ert C. Henrickson,  “Sialk, Tepe,” in Turner, The Dictionary 

of Art. s.v.

9. Richard Ettinghausen, “Evidence for the Identifi cation of 

K¸sh¸n Pottery,” Ars Islamica 3 (1936): 44–70.

10. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware. Scholars from Central Asia dis-

pute this point, arguing for a separate source of produc-

tion there. Luster tiles have long been known from Nisa and 

Merv in modern Turkmenistan (once part of the province of 

Khurasan), and in 2004 restoration of the mausoleum of Abu 

Sa{id in the southern part of the country revealed an extensive 

interior revetment of star- and cross-shaped luster tiles: see 

Mu khammed Mamedov, “Richesse des panneaux céramiques 

du mausolée d’Abou Saïd,” Dossiers d’Archéologie 317 (Oct. 

2006): 73–75, a reference I owe to Sara Kuehn. To judge 

from their size (31 cm diameter), iconography, and style, all 

of which are comparable to tiles from the Imamzada Yahya at 

25. 

Safar 612 (June 1215) 

Octagonal luster tile with quatrelobed fl ower

North wall of the shrine of Imam Reza at Mashhad 

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 19a

26.

612 (May 1215–April 1216)

Large luster mihrab

Shrine of Imam Reza, Mashhad

Left mihrab on south wall, signed by Abu Zayd. 

Donaldson, “Signifi cant Mi¥r¸bs,” 126

27. 

Ca. 612 (May 1215–April 1216) 

Octagonal luster tile

Shrine of Imam Riza, Mashhad

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 19b

28. 

Ca. 612 (May 1215–April 1216)

Octagonal luster tile with verses in praise of Imam 

Riza

Shrine of Imam Riza, Mashhad

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” no. 13

29. 

Jumada I 612 (August–September 1215)

Luster star tile with fl oral design 

East wall of the shrine of Imam Riza, Mashhad

Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 18b; Ghou-

chani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi g. 20 

30. 

Jumada I 612 (August–September 1215)

Octagonal luster tile with quatrelobed fl ower

Shrine of Imam Riza, Mashhad

Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi g. 16

31. 

616 (March 1219–March 1220)

Luster bowl with six fi gures 

Gemeentenmuseum, The Hague, OC(1) 55-1932

Pope and Ackerman, Survey of Persian Art, pl. 707; 

Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, fi g. 67
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from the World of Islam (Washington, DC, 1973), no. 28.

20. Grace D. Guest and Richard Ettinghausen, “The Iconogra-

phy of a Kashan Luster Plate,” Ars Orientalis 4 (1961): 25–64. 

Before it entered the Freer collection in 1941, the plate was 

photographed by Antoine Sevruguin, offi cial photographer 

of the Imperial Court of Iran, whose commercial photogra-

phy studio was one of the most successful in Tehran from 

the late 1870s to about 1934; the negative is now part of 

his collection in the Freer Gallery of Art (35.2); see their 

website http://www.asia.si.edu/archives/fi nding_aids/sevru-

guin.html (accessed Oct. 1, 2008). The museum has accepted 

Ghouchani’s reading of Abu Zayd: see the entry for the plate 

on their website http://explorasia.org/collections/zoom

Object.cfm?Objectid=10319 (accessed Oct. 1, 2008).

21.  Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, 5. The style of the inscrip-

tion certainly accords with Abu Zayd’s other signatures, as does 

the style of painting on the plate. Nevertheless, some ques-

tions remain. A name like Abu Zayd usually precedes a nisba 

like al-Hasani, and grammatically the name should be in the 

nominative (Abu Zayd). These problems would be solved if 

there were an intermediary word such as “known as” (ma{r¢f 

bi-) or “nicknamed” (mulaqqab bi-), but these words are too 

long to fi t here. Ghouchani’s reading is the most convinc-

ing explanation to date, and we know that Abu Zayd made 

at least two other scalloped plates, one of which, dated Rajab 

598 (March–April 1202), is now in a private collection in Teh-

ran: see Bahrami, “Master-Potter,” pl. 16a, and “Problème 

des ateliers,” fi gs. 1–2; and a second, dated 604 (1207–8), is 

now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, EA1978.2320: see 

Oliver Watson, “The Masjid-i {Alº, Quhr¢d: An Architectural 

and Epigraphic Survey,” Iran 13 (1975), no. 4, and Watson, 

Persian Lustre Ware, 198 no. 14.

22. The best study of Qum is Mudarrisº Þab¸«ab¸}º, Turbat-i P¸k¸n, 

2 vols. (Qum, 1976), 1:45–71.

23. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 124, is wrong here when he says 

that it contains a Qur}anic quotation.

24. Several are illustrated in Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pls. 

18b and 19a–c, and Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi gs. 

16 and 20.

25. Étienne Combe, Jean Sauvaget, and Gaston Wiet, Répertoire 

chronologique d’épigraphie arabe (henceforth RCEA) (Cairo, 

1931), no. 3784.

26. Dwight M. Donaldson, “Signifi cant Mi¥r¸bs in the Ýaram at 

Mashhad,” Ars Islamica 3 (1935): 118–27.

27. Illustrated in Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pls. 20–21, 

and Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 104a, b.

28. See n. 6 above.

29. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 180, wondered whether Abu Zayd 

had a brother {Ali, for A. U. Pope had reported that an octago-

nal tile at Mashhad was signed by {Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Abi 

Zayd. This is possible but so far unproven. Several tiles there 

are signed by {Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Sa{id (Ghouchani, 

Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi gs. 18–19), and it is possible that 

the two names were confused.

30. For a brief history of Kashan see Jean Calmard, “K¸sh¸n,” in 

The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition (henceforth EI2), ed. 

H. A. R. Gibb et al. (Leiden, 1960–2004), s.v.

31. Oliver Watson, “Ab¢ Þaher,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica,  and 

Sheila Blair, “Abu Tahir,” in Dictionary of Art. Further details of 

Varamin dated in the 660s (1260s), they were probably made 

later in the thirteenth century. Until we have evidence of kiln 

sites, published inscriptions with the names of other potters 

or places of production, or a different style, however, we must 

stick with Watson’s hypothesis of Kashan as the sole place of 

production of lusterware in the medieval Iranian lands.

11. These three stages are generally accepted in the literature. 

See, for example, Peter Morgan’s essay in Ernst J. Grube, 

Cobalt and Lustre: The First Centuries of Islamic Pottery, ed. Julian 

Raby, The Nasser D Khalili Collection of Islamic Art (London, 

1994), 155–69, especially 162–68, where he renames and sub-

divides the groups further but does not challenge the three 

basic phases.

12.  For the evolution of lusterware in Fatimid Egypt and the decline 

of patronage there see Jonathan M. Bloom, Arts of the City Vic-

torious: Islamic Art and Architecture in Fatimid North Africa and 

Egypt (London, 2007): 93–96 and 167–70.

13.  The vase in the British Museum is 1920, 2-260: Watson, Persian 

Lustre Ware, pl. 37. The bowl in the Plotnick Collection has 

recently been published in Oya Pancaroqlu, Perpetual Glory: 

Medieval Islamic Ceramics from the Harvey B. Plotnick Collection 

(Chicago, 2007), no. 89.

14.  The enameled bowls were the subject of Watson’s article, 

“Documentary Mºn¸}º and Ab¢ Zaid’s Bowls”; the luster vase, 

once in the Bahrami collection, is illustrated in Watson’s Per-

sian Lustre Ware, pl. 53. In the collection of the British Insti-

tute of Tehran, Watson also discovered another fragmentary 

rim from a luster bowl in the miniature style signed by Abu 

Zayd; its date is only partly preserved and begins with Rabi{ 

II of a year that might be read as 590 (1193–94): Oliver Wat-

son, “Persian Lustre-Painted Pottery: The Rayy and Kashan 

Styles,” Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society 40 (1973), pl. 

12. Abu Zayd might also be responsible for the large bowl 

in the Art Institute of Chicago (1927.414) dated Safar 587 

(March 1191) (Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 38), for the 

partly jumbled signature before the date contains the word 

bi-kha««ihi (in his hand), a phrase characteristic of Abu Zayd’s 

signatures, and the painting and script are also in his style. 

I thank the conservators there, Suzie Schnepp and Barbara 

Hall, for so willingly letting me examine the bowl and for 

photographing the signature for me.

15. The unsigned sherd in the collection of the British Institute 

of Persian Studies in Tehran is illustrated in Watson, Persian 

Lustre Ware, pl. 55.

16. The bowl is illustrated in Bahrami, “Master-Potter of Kashan,” pl. 

16a. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, p. 109 n. 12, points out that 

although the center of the bowl has been replaced, the double 

row of inscriptions, one scratched through the luster and the 

other painted in luster, and the cluster of commas scratched 

through the ground in the main fi eld show it to exemplify 

the Kashan style.

17. The star tile in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo (3162) 

was published by Gaston Wiet, L’Exposition persane de 1931 

(Cairo, 1933), pl. 19; Ettinghausen, “Evidence,” fi g. 3; Abdol-

lah Ghouchani, Ash{¸r-i F¸rsº-i k¸shºh¸-i Takht-i Sulaym¸n (Per-

sian Poetry on the Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman), henceforth 

cited as Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman) (Tehran, 1992), fi g. 1.

18. Ettinghausen, “Evidence,” fi g. 2a–d.

19. The dish (F1941.11) is illustrated in color in Esin Atæl,  Ceramics 
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have been partial and the tomb rebuilt in the thirteenth cen-

tury.

45. The mihrab, the key to Ettinghausen’s delineation of the 

Kashan style, is now in the Museum für islamische Kunst 

in Berlin (5366). For a brief description and the number 

of tiles see Volkmar Enderlein et al., Museum für islamische 

Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin Preußischer Kulturbesitz (Mainz, 

2001), 48–49.

46. See Ettinghausen, “Evidence,” 62 and n. 35; Watson, Persian 

Lustre Ware, 104. The mold for the dish with twenty-nine scal-

lops is different from that with twenty scallops used for the 

fragmentary dish in the Ashmolean Museum.

47.  The bowl, illustrated in Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, pl. 74, 

is now in the Museum of Islamic Arts in Qatar (PO 285): 

see Sabiha al Khemir, De Cordoue à Samarcande (Paris, 2006), 

58–63.

48 RCEA 5195.

49. Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper Before Print: The History and Impact 

of Paper in the Islamic World (New Haven, 2001).

50. Venetia Porter, Islamic Tiles (New York, 1995), pls. 37–38, illus-

trates the preliminary sketches of an archer and a seated fi g-

ure on the back of two luster tiles, one dated 663 (1265).

51. The poem is cited in Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, no. 

86, where he notes that it is found on an enameled bowl 

dated 583 (1187–88) whose whereabouts are unknown; per-

haps it is the one in LACMA. 

52. The bowls are in the Khalili Collection (Grube, Cobalt and 

Lustre, no. 275) and the Sabah Collection (Oliver Watson, 

Ceramics from Islamic Lands [London, 2004], cat. O.17). The 

star tile is in the Plotnick collection: see Pancaroqlu, Perpet-

ual Glory, no. 92. For the tiles from Takht-i Sulayman see 

Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, no. 86.

53. The text is not completely readable. See Mehdi Bahrami, “Le 

problème des ateliers d’étoiles de faïence lustrée,” Ars Asia-

tiques 10, 4 (1936): 182; Abdollah Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i

Sulayman, 1, has read the beginning and end as: 

  ¸n chihra nigar ki bar qamar mºkhandad . . . ki bar gawhar 

mºkhandad

  Look at the face that mocks the moon . . . which mocks 

jewels.

54. Tomoko Masuya, “The Ilkhanid Phase of Takht-i Sulayman” 

(PhD diss., New York University, 1997), 392–93, summarizes 

several articles of Ghouchani’s that were not available to 

me.

55. Ghouchani pointed out that the attribution to Rumi is impos-

sible since he was not born until 604 (1207).

56. Blair, “Medieval Builder,” 391 and n. 5.

57. For a brief biography see Carole Hillenbrand in EI2, s.v. 

“R¸wandº.” His treatise, R¸¥at al-ªud¢r wa ¸yat al-sur¢r, ed. 

Muhammad Iqbal (Cambridge, 1921), was also summarized 

by Edward G. Browne, “Account of a Rare, if not Unique, 

Manuscript History of the Seljúqs in the Schefer Collection 

Lately Acquired by the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris,” Jour-

nal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1902): 567–610 and 849–87.

58. His uncle Zayn al-Din compiled an anthology of poetry for 

the sultan Tughril; it was illustrated with pictures of poets 

by Jamal Isfahani. This is one of our few references to illus-

trated books made for the Seljuks. 

59. Istanbul, Topkapæ Palace Library, H. 841: see A. S. Melikian-

their work are given in Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 178–79.

32. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 178; Grube, Cobalt and Lustre, no. 

258.

33. Muhammad’s name is mentioned on a tile dated 738 (1337), 

from the same Imamzada {Ali ibn Ja}far and now in the shrine 

museum at Qum: Ghouchani, Tiles of Takht-i Sulayman, fi g. 

12. Watson knew the tile and the luster potter Jamal, but he 

did not realize that the owner Muhammad ibn {Ali, who bears 

the epithet al-gha¤¤¸}irº (potter) was also the son of {Ali ibn 

Muhammad ibn Abi Tahir.

34. The treatise on gems and minerals, published in Persian 

in 1967 by Iraj Afshar, was partly translated into English: 

James Allan, “Ab¢ ’l-Q¸sim’s Treatise on Ceramics,” Iran 11 

(1973): 111–20. An earlier treatise on the same subject has 

recently come to light: Mu¥ammad ibn Abº ’l Barakat Jawharº 

Nºsh¸p¢ri, Jav¸hirn¸ma-i Ni¬¸mº, an edited edition of which 

was published by Iraj Afshar in 2003 in Tehran; see also Yves 

Porter, “Les techniques du lustre métallique d’après le Jowhar-

nâme-ye Nezâmî (A.D. 1196),” VIIe Congrès international sur la 

céramique médiévale en Méditerranée, ed. C. Bakirtzis (Athens, 

2003), 427–36, and Ziva Vesel, La science dans le monde iranien 

a l’époque islamique (Tehran, 2004), 165–89.

35. On the activities of these brothers see Sheila S. Blair, “A Medi-

eval Persian Builder,” Journal of the Society of Architectural His-

torians 45 (1986): 394–95.

36. Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, 179–80, calls them the “al-Husaini 

family.” Blair, “Medieval Builder” fl eshes out their family his-

tory.

37. Blair, “Medieval Builder.” 

38. The Damghani family, for example, comprised a father and 

two sons active in the fourteenth century: see Sheila Blair, 

“D¸mḡ¸nº,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica. On signatures and fami-

lies in general in Islamic art see also Sheila S. Blair and Jon-

athan M. Bloom, “Signatures on Works of Islamic Art and 
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