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From earliest times China and western Asia have been inextricably bound together by the 
great trade routes which have been essential for the survival of the pastoral and nomadic 
peoples that inhabit the vast regions of central Asia. In the age of classical Greece, the 
Greeks knew China by the name of The Land beyond the North Wind; later it became 
known more directly by the name Seres, the Land of Silk, and indeed silk was the major 
commodity which passed from the east to the Mediterranean.

While silk could be and later was cultivated and woven in western Asia, porcelain was a 
different proposition, and something achieved by the Chinese alone simply because the raw 
materials and the high firing technology did not exist elsewhere. Porcelain, however, in its 
purest form did not develop until the late 8th or 9th century A.D., although high quality 
white wares can be traced back to the 6th century. In its most perfect form it was immensely 
desirable both at home and abroad, but unlike silk it was not a suitable commodity for 
transport across the land routes. It was far too heavy and the risks of breakages at each stage 
were too high to justify this mode of transport.

The sea routes to the west, by way of the Malacca straits, were the answer, routes which 
had long been exploited by the Arabs, who in Tang times had important trading centres at 
Yangzhou near the Yangtse estuary, and at ports down the east coast of Chekiang. It is 
important to bear in mind at this point that the best early white wares were being produced 
at kilns in the north, of which perhaps the most important was Xing-yao a kiln area 
conveniently placed for export from Yangzhou not far from Shanghai. This ware was 
reputed by the Chinese to be ‘as white as snow and as silver’, while Arab writers said that it 
was ‘so clear that you could see through it’, a somewhat flattering exaggeration, but when 
seen alongside what was being made at the same time in Western Asia in the 8th and 9th 
centuries was a very understandable one.

It is quite clear that by the 9th century a sufficient quantity of Chinese pure white 
porcelain was reaching the Islamic lands to the west to stimulate more than passing interest. 
Chinese porcelains are recorded as having been sent to the great Caliph Harun al-Rashid at 
Baghdad in about A.D. 800, and the consignment included ‘twenty pieces of Imperial China 
ware, consisting of bowls, cups and half-cups (probably very very small bowls), and 2000 
other pieces of China consisting of large bowls, cups, large and small, and other kinds’. 
Later, in 836 the Caliph’s court was moved to the new city of Samarra, and it is from there 
that we have some of our first hard evidence. Samarra was officially abandoned in 883, but 
it continued to be a residential area for some time to come so that we cannot be sure of the 
cut-off date, but certainly the Chinese material found in the ruins cannot, on present 
evidence, be dated later than the 9th century. The influence of these white wares was 
profound, so great that the beautiful, if sombre coloured celadons mainly at that time 
represented by Yue, seem to have made no impact at all until very much later. As Arthur 
Lane pointed out many years ago, the white wares ‘made them (the Near Eastern potters) 
conscious of pottery as an art, and they were now prepared to go their own way’.

The first step was to produce a white ware that at least looked something like the Chinese. 
Up to that time the body was rather strongly coloured, so what could they do? Even a white 
slip over a pinkish body with a colourless transparent glaze does not always produce a good
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white appearance. What they did was simple, they cleaned up the body material until it was 
a pale pink or buff colour, and then to the glaze material they added tin-oxide to make it 
opaque. This created the desirable whiteness very successfully; the Delft potters did the 
same thing for exactly the same reasons in the 17th century. A new tradition was founded. 
The marvellous white surface became an unsurpassed vehicle for the rich and varied decora
tion in which the peoples of the Near East have always delighted, although the early 
examples are modestly decorated.

Ceramic history has always been to some extent one of development by fits and starts. An 
idea will suddenly be implemented by all and sundry within a very short time, and then 
having been fully accepted will develop slowly and soberly with many local variations, until 
the next surge of inspiration occurs, but always in some way building on what has gone 
before. It can be seen in China and in Islam first in the 9th century and next in the 11th 
century in China to be followed in the 12th century in Islam; time lags are inevitable. The 
political and economic disorders of the 10th century in China make the tracing of develop
ments here difficult to follow and the next firm evidence we have dates from about A.D. 
1000, when we find suddenly that porcelain is very much more refined in quality. Under the 
Northern Song, in the 11th century, mass production of ceramics began and this was to 
become a distinctive feature of Chinese ceramic history. The wares had beautiful and often 
very subtle decoration carved into the body under the glaze and have always been highly 
esteemed.

Two main types are to be found. The Ting from north China, and in the course of the 
second half of the 11th century qing-bai (ying-ebing) from south China. The two wares are 
technically different, but both have a pure white body which is translucent, carved decora
tion and later moulding as well, and a transparent glaze. In both cases the shapes are simple, 
thin and elegant, bowls often having lobed rims. There are other shapes, of course, as finds 
at Fostat in Egypt, and from sites in Persia have revealed. It has been the view in the past that 
Ting wares were influential in the next impact on the Near East, but this can no longer be 
upheld. Yangzhou from which much Tang material had been exported in that dynasty fell 
into decline during the turbulent 10th century, and once the Song had become firmly 
established it was Canton and ports up the south-east coast to Ningbo that took over the sea 
trade. These ports were convenient to such great centres as Longquan and Jingdezhen. The 
latter was the source of qingbai, and it was this ware that made the next great impact, and it 
must have been quite startling. Many fragments and whole pieces have been found at Fostat 
and at other Near Eastern sites, but so far as I know, no Ting ware, although another 
somewhat similar but thicker ware has been found — almost certainly from the Canton area. 
Thus in the 12th century, and it cannot have been earlier, the Near Eastern potters, mainly 
under the Seljuks in Persia and Mesopotamia, developed an entirely new body material, 
somewhat brittle, but having those highly desirable qualities of pure whiteness and trans- 
lucency. It was not indeed porcelain, but instead a true soft paste, or frit ware. The new body 
material was made up of a rather non-plastic combination of materials. The first thing that 
had to be done was to crush quartz pebbles to powder and melt them with equal quantities 
of potash. The liquid melt was then poured into a tank of cold water, a technique known as 
quenching, which cooled the material so fast that it cracked up as it solidified to a glass. The 
shattered fragments were ground up and one part of this, what is termed frit, was combined 
with 10 parts of powdered quartz and 1 part of white plastic clay. It was not cheap, so 
quality tended to vary in proportion to the raw materials, and the care and accuracy 
lavished on the preparation. Any kind of glaze could be applied colourless or coloured, 
transparent or opaque, and slips were no longer necessary. Decoration could be of any kind 
you cared to think up. Unfortunately it was difficult material to throw on the wheel, but it
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could easily be moulded. The best pieces arc very good indeed and when docorated with 
carved designs have, in the past, sometimes been mistakenly identified as Chinese.

Such then were the first impacts of Chinese wares on the Islamic west - both bearing fruit 
in terms of techniques, both of them in their way revolutionary and leading step by step to 
possibilities of a different kind, and certainly resulting in a much more varied series of 
techniques than was possible for the Chinese, with their frighteningly high firing tempera
tures, which imposed limitations not only on the colours they could use but the techniques 
of applying them. However the Mongol invasions changed everything. This was to be the 
great age of innovation in both west and east Asia. In western Asia, in Persia and in Syria and 
beyond, it brought about changes in decoration, while in the east, in China both technique 
and decoration underwent fundamental changes that were to have world-wide effects.

One of the immediate consequences of the Mongol invasions and their domination of 
Asia from Korea to the Black Sea was that there was for the first time a control and 
safeguarding of the trade routes, which had always been subject to local and sometimes 
prolonged disruption. Now an efficient system of post-stations was established and these 
had to be maintained by the local potentates who had submitted to the Great Khan; this was 
especially important in Turkestan, the most hazardous region, and the local rulers were 
directly responsible to the Khan for ensuring a proper supply of fodder and for the mainte
nance of safety in their own sectors. What, it may be asked has this to do with ceramics?

Quite simply, since silk was the major overland commodity, the Near Eastern potters 
were infected by the naturalism that is so strong a feature of Chinese decoration. Pheonix, 
ducks, pheasants, the lotus, and even the chrysanthemum suddenly appear to imbue the 
pots with a new liveliness which is a far cry from the rather flat two-dimensional character 
of the earlier decoration. The so-called Sultanabad type wares show the change most 
clearly. Sometimes the decoration would be organised, as in a bowl, to rotate freely round a 
central point, or it might run across the surface irrespective of shape, as when gazelles or 
other animals appear.

In lustre tiles, which were often moulded in relief, processional treatments are common, 
and the phoenix or dragon among clouds is frequently seen, bearing a strong resemblance to 
those found in China, both in textiles and in painting (Fig 1). Such motifs might dominate 
the surface, but they could also be crammed into narrow bands or lozenges that combined 
with a more truly Islamic concept of geometric and arabesque designs, and could often 
produce surprisingly lively effects through skilled use of regular alternation.

At the same time that this had been happening, especially in Persia, the Near East 
conveyed to the Far East something that was to have repercussions affecting not only the 
Near East but ultimately Europe as well. This was the sudden appearance, almost certainly 
by way of the seaborne trade from Persia to south-east China, sometime between about 
1315 and 1320, of cobalt blue as a decorative pigment for use on porcelain. We are all 
familiar with the results in the fourteenth century in China, the magnificence of the dishes 
and massive jars decorated in masterly manner with flowers, birds and animals, both real 
and imagined, lotus, peony, and chrysanthemum, but in many instances organised on the 
surface in a strongly influenced by Islamic concepts of design. Since much of the best of this 
new ware would seem to have been ordered specifically for patrons in the Near East or for 
Muslims in India, this departure from Chinese traditional design is only natural. At the same 
time, however, the Chinese craftsmen, as they became accustomed to the new medium, 
began gradually to develop alongside these pieces a style of their own, which, because of the 
shapes they had to make for the overseas market were different from their own, was 
curiously hybrid.

For some extraordinary reason it was this hybrid style that was immediately taken up,
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1. Persian lustre tile with dragon and lotus in relief.
Late 13th century. Victoria and Albert Museum

3. Chinese porcelain flask decorated in blue with an
Islamic interlacing medallion. Xuande period 1426-
35. Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art

4. Blue and white dish with Chinese Kraak style de
coration. Persia, Safavid period, late 17th century.
Victoria and Albert Museum

before the end of the 14th century in a short-lived spurt of excitement by the potters in Syria 
and Egypt, and in the early 15th century in Persia. But this seems to have been only a hiccup, 
although the Chinese continued to export until well into the 15th century. It may be that the 
market was not sufficiently flooded at this point by porcelains at a price that could be paid 
by the middle income groups in society that exert so much influence on the growth of 
markets. The Chinese pieces surviving in the Near East of early 15th century style arc of 
such high quality that they must have been either diplomatic gifts, of which we have records 
in both Chinese and Persian sources, or they were made to special order for only the very 
wealthy. The earliest copies of early 15th century pieces do not in fact occur until about the 
end of the first quarter of the 16th century, and there is no great number of such copies (Fig 
2).

What was needed was for the market to be saturated with some suitably attractive type of 
material. This actually came about in the 16th century when the Portuguese began to 
dominate the sea trade in the Indian Ocean and through the Malacca straits to the China 
seas. They had reached China in 1514 and were eventually settled in Macao in 1557, full of
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hope and well provided with silver, the latter proving just what was required by the Chinese. 
The Portuguese also had trading posts in Indonesia, and of course at Goa, south of Bombay, 
and, with other ports to the north, particularly Diu in the Gulf of Cambay, it was easy for 
them to sail on into the Persian Gulf.

Since porcelain was an excellent ballast for the transport of silks, spices and other light 
weight high value commodities, Chinese blue and white of the second half of the 16th 
century began to flood the Persian market with predictable results. The enormous popular
ity of Chinese wares and their wide availability to the ordinary people stimulated the Persian 
potters as never before, although it would seem that they did not really produce much until 
the 17th century, when the so-called Kraak wares became the starting point. With their 
familiar design of panels and diaper patterns, knots and symbols, they were easy to copy, 
but there was also clearly an urge to break through to something different (Fig 4). Were they 
perhaps a little monotonous? Whether or not this was thought to be so the Persian potters 
began to play about with colours, blue and black were used and then black and grey, playing 
interesting variations on a number of themes. In a central panel the sage in a grove was taken 
up and transformed into a slightly drunken figure sometimes seen lolling on a terrace 
instead. Terraces play a fairly prominent part in Chinese 17th century wares and are taken 
from the illustrated editions of novels and dramas which enjoyed huge popularity all 
through the 17th century. In many cases elegant beauties appear gazing soulfully out from a 
terrace by a pavilion, and in at least one instance this is taken as the main theme and 
delightfully misunderstood, so that the whole is flattened out. Arthur Lane dated this to the 
17th century, but it is likely to be a bit later, reflecting as it does the romantic taste of the 
Kangxi period from about 1670 and later.

1. White ware howl of Chinese shape, with Chinese style decoration in blue. Persia, early 16th century. 
Victoria and Albert Museum
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U 111 IJpU* S»ucn as the so-called Kubachi wares which are generally more
:lined to polychromy, although Chinese inspiration is often clearly detectable. Kirmaninc

wares are interesting at this point in the seventeenth century, on account of the same 
tendency one sees in Sultanabad wares of the fourteenth century, the tendency to juxtapose 
Chinese naturalistic themes and Islamic geometric and abstract decorations. In these, little 
Chinese blue and white landscape scenes, sometimes misunderstood appear in shaped 
panels against either lightly carved white grounds or polychrome grounds with purely 
Persian designs on a scale which has nothing to do with that of the Chinese scene.

While the Persian trade through the Portuguese, and later through the Dutch with China 
flourished, Turkey’s contacts seem to have been much less direct. The Ottoman empire of 
the 16th onward included Syria, Mesopotamia, Palestine and Egypt, and the Red Sea Coast. 
Even before the rise of Ottoman Turkey Chinese material came in great quantity to the Red 
Sea to be distributed from Jiddah on the east side from where it passed along the old caravan 
route up to Damascus and Aleppo, while on the west side the goods were landed at Aidhab 
on the Egyptian side to pass across the short desert route to the Nile and then on down to 
Cairo. This meant two slightly different styles came into being for a short while, the 
Egyptian style imitating 14th and early 15th century styles quite closely for a short time, and 
the Turkish potters of Iznik in the 16th century starting with good copies of early 15th 
century dishes of large size in blue and white. Very quickly however the Iznik potters broke 
away and while certain elements survived, the rich polychromy and use of Turkey’s natural 
flora combined with purely Islamic treatments separated Ottoman production in a dramatic 
way, not only from other ceramic wares of Islam but also from the Chinese. They displayed 
a splendid creativity which perhaps the Chinese sparked off in ways that no other culture 
could have done. But Turkish developments are very far from China after the initial twenty- 
five years in the 16th century and form no part after that of this entertaining and interesting 
subject.

Undoubtedly the strongest impact of China was felt by the Persian potters but in the later 
centuries this could not have come about without the Mongol invasions of both areas and 
the cross fertilization to which the subsequent peace gave rise. China herself owed much to 
the trade with the Near East, for not only did cobalt blue force a change in direction in 
Chinese ceramic history but even the forms underwent changes in both the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. In these later centuries there was clearly a remarkable interdependence.
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