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BLUE AND WHITE AS SEEN FROM PERSIA
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The story of Blue and White in Persia covers 
a long period of rime and the moment of its maturity 
in die 17th century remains one of its highlights. 
Nevertheless an outline of its early stages and a few 
insights into the personality of Robert Murdoch 
Smith and his activities in Persia, will help to create a 
more complete story.

All too often the word Persia not Iran, conjures up 
visions of shimmering tiles on domes and facades, 
cool gardens and roses. Yet there is a further aspect 
of Persian taste which is not normally associated with 
the foreigner's idea of Persia: it is the use of blue and 
white as a colour scheme in ceramics. For students 
and scholars alike, such a standard decor is taken for 
granted although little appears to be known about 
the precise origins of blue and white. In Europe first 
come to mind early Hispano-Moresquc and 
Maiolica. Then one remembers that the technique of 
lustre originated farther cast, and eventually one 
realises that what could be the earliest blue and white 
decoration appears in Mesopotamia. It might be 
somewhat far fetched to call the use of cobalt blue

Figure 1. Blue and white porcelain dish, late Yuan dynasty. 
Diam. 46cm., Iran Bastan Museum Tehran.

on some Tang tomb furniture, early blue and white, 
since this kind of tomb furniture was never meant 
for public use.

It is also in western Asia, the lands of the eastern 
Mediterranean, that in the seventh century, Islam 
made its first appearance and soon conquered a vast 
empire from the Atlantic in the west, to beyond 
Persia and into Central Asia and some parts of 
present day Pakistan in the cast. Through these 
conquests the new religious and political rule 
brought together the lands of two great powers, a 
large part of the Roman/Byzantine state arid the 
whole of the Sasanian/Persian empire. This in effect 
meant that religious and cultural trends, techniques 
and designs, could circulate even more freely across 
the extended lands of the Caliphate with its new 
capital in Baghdad. For the potter it brought 
together lead and non-lead glazing traditions with its 
small choice of colours: green, turquoise, purple,
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amber and blue.
To this dramatic upheaval in world politics, 

belongs a minor revolution in the world of ceramics 
when Chinese porcelain bowls in different sizes 
started to appear in vast quantities in western Asia as 
testified by finds on numerous archaeological sites. 
The pieces were shipped in by Arab and Persian 
merchants already well established in southern

be used as a contrasting colour for calligraphy, since 
black, as a colour in ceramics, was not mastered until 
centuries later. The writing was in Arabic, the 
language of the Word of God, and the lingua franca 
of the new Muslim world. When the script can be 
deciphered, it conveys good wishes or words of 
blessing. Very soon the ceramic shapes were no 
longer restricted to those of the Chinese originals, 
and tin glaze covered the local shapes of platters and 
containers with stylised vegetal decoration such as 
palmcttcs and leaves.

For no obvious reason cobalt blue ceased to be 
used in glazed ceramics after the 10th century in 
Persia, though it was still applied to stucco 
ornaments inside buildings in conjunction with red 
and white. It seems quite possible that blue was no 
longer fashionable, yet a gradual return to its use 
appears on a bowl dated 674/1276 in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum; it is no longer used in conjunc
tion with tin glazing as the main colour, but as a 
delicate emphasis to underline a rim, a design or a 
script. Soon after the use of blue reappears when it is 
meant to echo Chinese textiles patterned in gold or 
rich yellow on a dense blue ground. In Persia this 
decoration in gold on blue, known as Lajvardina, 
meaning lapis lazuli, lasting for over a century.

However, in Persia it was the joint export drive of 
the Jingdezhen potters and overseas traders which 
started a new taste for blue and white. A quick look 
at the Chinese Ardabil collection2 illustrated the type 
of porcelain which had reached the land of the Great 
Sophy by 1611. In that year according to the chief 
astronomer, Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Munajjim 
Yazdi, a donation of 1162 pieces of Chinese wares 
was made by Shah Abbas the Great to the shrine of 
Sheikh Safi, the ancestor of the Persian Safavid 
dynasty in Ardabil, a small town in north west 
Persia. When in the early 50's J.A. Pope studied the 
remaining 805 pieces, three quarters of them were 
blue and white ceramics, some dating back to the 
late Yuan period.

Until about 1520, imported porcelain would have 
been carried by Asian merchants and ships, but 
thereafter the Portugese made the Indian ocean a 
Portugese sea with unique rights of transhipments for 
a century on the carreira da India until the Dutch 
VOC [Vereenigde Oostindischc Compagnie] took 
over the trade in the 17th century. Indeed, whatever 
the colours of the flag, there never was any interrup
tion in the exports of Chinese goods including 
porcelain. The taste for the exotic was by now well 
anchored in western Asia and Europe and it 
competed successfully with local production. As 
always there never was enough of the original 
imports; some Chinese motifs inspired the Persian 
decorator to produce a whole new range of blue and

Figure 2. Blue and white dish, Persian 17th century. 
Diam. 40.2cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (100476).

China. Canton had its own gadi or judge which 
implied a large Muslim community. When the rebel 
Huang Ch'ao sacked the city in 878AD, 120,000 
foreigners, Muslims, Christians, Jews and 
Zoroastrians, were massacred, a high figure indeed, 
even if one forgets a naught.

Chinese porcelain, an amazing new material for 
the local Muslim potters, must have bewildered and 
challenged them into searching for new techniques. 
The marvel of porcelain could not be recreated, but 
an imitation of its appearance was attempted and 
resulted in the discover)' of tin-opacified-lead glaze1. 
This invention lead to a new decorative approach 
where colours need not run. The white opaque 
glaze appeared to have all the virtues of white paper, 
another Chinese innovation brought to 
Mesopotamia by the end of the 8th century.

At this stage a plain white glaze, although a 
remarkable technical achievement in itself, could 
hardly satisfy the Persian taste which bears no resem
blance to the refinement of the Chinese connoisseur 
who delights in the beauty of shape and sound. For 
the Muslim purist the obvious complement to the 
white surface would be writing, as on paper; and 
cobalt blue, always available in Central Iran, could

:
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white ceramics for local use; the workshops arc still 
difficult to pin point. In the first half of the 17th 
century, the prosperity of Persia was at its highest, it 
was the right time for Kraak porcelain to make its 
fullest impact.

The confrontation of both productions, the blue 
and white Chinese porcelain and its Persian 
response, may be seen in London under one roof in 
the Victoria and Albert Museum. Such a fortunate 
situation is due to the foresight of a Scottish Royal 
Engineer, second Captain Robert Murdoch Smith 
R.E. 11835-1900], who appeared on the Persian 
scene in 1864. He had read an announcement in the 
Times to the effect that R.E. officers were required 
to supervise the construction of an electric telegraph 
line from Baghdad to the Gulf through Persia. 
Murdoch Smith applied successfully and was then 
put in charge of the Tehran-Kohrud section. The 
work was completed by the end of the year: London 
and India were linked by telegraph.

Both Jennifer Scarce of the Royal Museum of 
Scotland and Sir Denis Wright, for eight years 
embassador in Iran, have written about Murdoch 
Smith3. A few details about his background will illus
trate how he went about his work. Having read 
classics and modem languages, he trained at 
Chatham with the Royal Engineers. For four years 
he assisted Sir Charles Newton on the site of 
Halicarnassus, and during a leave of absence in 
1861/2, he also worked on the Graeco-Roman 
town of Cyrene in Libya. The British Museum bears 
witness to his efforts on both sites!

In 1865 while still in his early thirties, Murdoch 
Smith was appointed director of the Persian 
telegraph department with the honorary rank of 
Major. He writes in 1868: ‘To put up and organise 
working a line of telegraph by foreigners is not so 
much a technical affair (which is simple enough) as a 
quasi diplomatic one.’ The same year his fellow 
officer W.H. Pierson comments: ‘(he is) as proud as 
a butterfly on being made a captain’. In 1869 he 
married in Tehran, after a courtship during the 
Christmas festivities when he acted the part of Mr. 
Hardcastlc to his future bride's Mrs. Neville in 'She 
stoops to conquer'. As a young man he had learnt to 
play the flute and once wrote to his father that he 
had danced the skin off his toes. Sadly while in 
Persia, he lost six of his children and his wife Eleanor 
Katherine.

Despite his professional commitments, from the 
spring of 1873 when on leave in London, Murdoch 
Smith started a long and fruitful relationship with the 
Science and Art Department under which auspices 
the South Kensington Museum was managed. In the 
precis of the Museum's Board Minutes for May 2nd 
1873, we read under Smith. Cpt. (now Major)

Figure 3. Blue and white pilgrim flask, Persian 930H./1523AD. 
23.8 x 16.5cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (288476).

Murdoch. R.E.: ‘To make purchases of Persian 
objects to extent of £100, reporting monthly, and 
being allowed 10 guineas for each report.’ A second 
£ 100 was granted at the end of the year. There 
no grants for 1874, but in 1875 from January to 
November, there arc six entries in the precis under 
his name including an imprest to secure Monsieur 
Richard's collection of Persian Art, the purchase 
price being £1336.17sh. When it 
dispatching the collection, it was relatively easy to 
send numerous cases of ceramics and other artifacts 
to the museum on the land route across Persia as far

of the

are

came to

as the port of Bushire since the progress
could be checked along the track of thecaravans

new Telegraph line.
On February 1875 Murdoch Smith writes to the 

director-general of the Indo-European Telegraph 
Department in London,
Champain: ‘The South Kensington people seem 
delighted with the Persian things I bought for them.

ry handsomely having paid

Sir John Bateman-

Thcy have treated me vc
10 guineas for each report I sent them, and still 

consider themselves under a great obligation to 
If they can afford the cost, I hope to come to terms 
with old Richard for a splendid collection of every 

of Persian artistic articles which he has gradually 
made in the course of the last thirty years. In any 
case it will come to more than £1000. Some of the 
things arc dear but on the whole the collection 
would be unique and very complete and in my 
opinion well worth the money.’ In a letter dated the

me
me.

sort
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following 12th August, he also writes to Colonel 
Frederic Goldsmid, another member of the Indo- 
European Telegraph Department, and mentions 62 
eases which will provide ‘for a special exhibition of 
Persian art... I have sent all sorts of things but the 
earthenware will I think be of the most interest. The 
whole collection will be the only one of the kind in 
Europe.’ In another letter to Batcman-Chainpain on 
September 6th, Murdoch Smith asks about the 
reaction of the press.

On the 20th June the Board had read his report of 
May 22nd and dealt with the repayment of an extra 
£200 in excess of his £500 imprest with thanks. He 
was ‘told to stop, without authority’. On August 4th 
any further outlay was refused by telegram. Not until 
the autumn of the following year were new 
purchases authorised by the Board. Reading between 
the lines, one senses the Board's slight exasperation as 
it was under pressure from Murdoch Smith anxious 
about his purchases and the forthcoming exhibition. 
This slight contretemps does not seem to have 
prevented further good relations between Murdoch 
Smith and the Board.

Simultaneously and ‘at the request of the Lords of 
the Committee of Council on Education’, Murdoch 
Smith produced a handbook on Persian Art, to be 
included in the Museum's series of handbooks. It is

Figure 5. Blue and white bottle, Persian 17th century. 
Height: 16.1cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (44874).

Figure 4. 2 blue and white keudis, Persian 1041H./1631 AD, 
1051/1641AD. Heights: 18.6cm and 17.2cm., Victoria and 
Albert Museum (100076 and 592-1889).
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Figure 6. Blue and white dish, Persian 17th century, 
Diam. 45cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (281176).

called ‘a brief dissertation on Persian Art...written by 
Major Murdoch Smith...The larger portion [of the 
collection] has been obtained by [his] assistance.’ 
Apparently a second edition quickly followed in 
1876. This edition may well be the one dated July 
11th 1876 by the author in Tehran, although it is 
printed as a third enlarged edition. Murdoch Smith 
mentioned it in a letter to Goldsmid on April 20th 
1880; ‘I wrote a second and amplified edition of 
which I corrected and sent home the proof sheets 
ages ago, but I have never heard whether it was 
published but suppose it was. The first edition 
contained many absurd printers or editors blunders 
having been printed in a hurry without my seeing 
the proof sheets.’ The analytic list of objects includes 
1249 pieces of pottery and 1164 tiles.

In his introduction Murdoch Smith shows great 
understanding of the history of Asia and of the role 
Persia played in the arts. He demonstrates that it was 
unlikely that porcelain would have been made in 
Persia and indicates that a comparison between the 
Chinese porcelain and the Persian ceramics on show 
at the South kensington Museum would dispel any 
doubts. He suggests six categories of Persian

ceramics: the first and finest is very white and close 
to Chinese originals, with its imitation of Chinese 
marks, the second less well drawn with brighter blue 
and heavier body, the third heavier still with blackish 
designs, the fourth more translucid and 
monochrome, the fifth with see-through designs, the 
sixth more common pottery with hard thick bodies, 
some imitating celadon, and finally the last group 
consisting of lustre decorated vessels and dishes. The 
Chinese pieces of Monsieur Richard's collection not 
mentioned in the early purchases, are stated to have 
been made by the time of Shah Abbas the Great 
(1588-1629) although now it is obvious that some of 
monsieur Prichard's pieces are not as old as the 17th 
century.

Early blue and white porcelain was chiefly 
produced for the export market to Muslim Asia. It 
enabled the Jingdczhen potters to pay their taxes to 
the Yuan rulers. The large size of some dishes and 
bowls only suited foreign eating habits. For the first 
time it seems, a dense type of decoration was used to
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painted in reserve by the Persian potter in its most 
ferocious guise (fig.2); great care has been taken to fit 
the beast among a mesh of lotus flowers and leaves. 
The dense style, not the subject, echoes a late 16th 
century Ming revival of Yuan prototype but with 
fighter shades of blue. Further examples from the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, the Ashmolean and the Fitzwilliams, 
illustrate the next stage of Persian adaptation when 
the wide rim remains plain and the beast takes on a 
more graceful stance with better proportions.

When Chinese shapes come under scrutiny, atten
tion should be drawn to the fact that some of the 
prototypes are in fact foreign to the Middle 
Kingdom; yet the closeness between the the Chinese 
originals/copies and the Persian parallels remains 
constant. For example the canteen, an Islamic shape 
known in metal from the 13th century, is echoed by 
Richard's Ming pilgrim flask (V&A: 1335-1876). A 
persian example collected by Murdoch Smith, is 
dated 930/1523 (fig.3). On one of its sides the distri
bution of the blossoms recalls an early 15th century 
Chinese flower composition although an original 
Persian bird appears in its centre. The pilgrimage ot

Figure 7. Blue and white dish. Persian 17th century, 
Diam. 24.8cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (271976).

cover the sizeable pieces of porcelain. ‘A rather 
vulgar state of affairs one might hear the Chinese say! 
And alien to Chinese taste!’ Under the Ming dynasty 
in the 15th century the designs gradually gained in 
elegance and lightness. Such developments were 
soon echoed in the decoration of western Asian 
ceramics. Under the Ottomans in the 16th century 
the potters Iznik and Kutaihya shook off' the foreign 
influence; only one design, the bunch of grapes, 
survived for over a century. Strangely enough, no 
echo of this pattern has been found so far in Iran 
although a number of Chinese originals exists in the 
Ardabil collection. There could be exceptions in 
Kubaclii ceramics of the Hermitage in Saint 
Petersburg. Yet it is in Persia that the interplay 
between Chinese and Persian designs and even 
shapes, lasted the longest, though not all shapes and 
not all decorative themes caught the fancy of the 
Persian potter.

For example. The Chinese kylin, a fabulous 
creature already in the Ardabil collection (Jig.l), is
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Figure 9. Blue and white dish, Persian 17th century. 
Diam.23.5cm., Victoria and Albert Museum (271276).

Chinese transitional neck designs of elongated flower 
patterns are readily singled out by the Perisan potter; 
free scenery and figures usually animate the body of 
the vessel. One of the funniest example of transfer 
occurs when the broad figure of a Chinese heron is 
transformed into an inflated fantastic bird verging on 
the grotesque (fig.5).

Of all the Chinese export wares the most popular 
was no doubt the group of porcelains referred to as 
Kraak wares. In her Kraak porcelain: A moment in the 
history of trade, 1989, Maura Rinaldi has assembled 
and organised a large group of wares which up to 
now formed an amorphous mass. It is indeed difficult 
to select from these wares a few significant decora
tive themes. Bowl shapes of medium size often carry 
the repeat chakra pattern, with seascapes as a border 
below the rim and in the cavctto. The flying horse 
with waves and the long-legged deer, also belong to 
the same group. Of these different themes, the 
seascape proves to be a great favourite in export 
wares. Even the stores of the Historical Museum in 
Tbilissi, Georgia, produced some Kraak examples, 
albeit small dishes mechanically painted. It is this 
type which is mirrored on a variety of Persian 
shapes: dishes, some with a moulded border, bowls, 
elongated or compact eight-sided dishes. Seascapes 
are not a common theme in the repertoire of a 
Persian painter of miniatures; this might help to 
explain its unusual attraction for the Persian potter. 
Added to which, the breezy seascapes and scenery on 
the large well-painted Chinese dishes of the second 
half of the 16th century also inspired some of the 
wittiest of the 17th century Persian ceramic painting, 
with figures and added cloud following elements of

Figure 8. Blue and white bowl, Persian 17th century, 
Diam.39.3cm., Sothcby sale.

die shape has come full circle.
On the other hand the kendi, a south-east Asian 

drinking vessel of unusual shape, struck the Chinese 
potter as another form worth exploiting for the 
overseas markets. The elephant is the first of its 
shapes to be developed, although elephants not 
native to China, are awkwardly interpreted. A large 
collection of these in the Top Kapu Serai Museum 
implies that the form was popular, though none have 
been found in the Victoria and Albert Museum 
collection; a Persian example exists in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. The more traditional 
shape of a kendi appears in the Richard selecdon 
(V&A: 1574-1876) and has 
counterparts and dated fragments in the Murdoch 
Smith material (fig.4): 1041/1631 and 1051/1641. 
The Chinese panel decoration has sometimes been 
reproduced although animals are often painted in a 
free setting.

Chinese bottles vary from pear-shaped long-necked 
containers to bulbous rotund bodies with necks 
enlarged in their middle and onion-shaped tops. The 
Persian potter gives the bottle an extra function 
when it is used as a water bottle for smokers.

numerous Persian
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from the VOC Mauritius which went down in 
1609. On the outside of a large bowl, the inside of 
which has a double island/scascapc, the now Persian 
figure with a hat and his spotted buffalo, becomes 
part of a bucolic scene not without a touch of 
humour (fig-8). Further paintings of figures enhance 
a number of transitional Chinese wares with meticu
lous painting. The large dish with two seated Persian 
figures from the Pcrcival David Collection was 
undoubtedly made by the Chinese for the Persian 
market. Yet the rather more flippant drinking or 
drunken Persian figures on vases and small dishes 
(fig.9), once more add a quality of life and fun to the 
finality of two-tone blue compositions. Occasionally 
the Persian potter even uses three tones of blue with 
additional black outlines.

Once upon a time indeed. The technical achieve
ments of the Chinese potter triggered off a ceramic 
revolution farther west. The story of Blue and White 
in Persia followed unusual paths from the first use of 
cobalt on tin glaze in Early Islam to the nineteenth 
century and the foresight of a Royal Engineer. On 
the esthetic side, although in early times true 
Chinese taste was never understood, neither by the 
Persians nor by the Europeans, yet in the 20th 
century great collectors and dedicated scholars at last 
have come to understand and appreciate Chinese 
taste throughout the history of its ceramics. Still 
more research remains to be done in the field of 
persian blue and white to lift it out of the realms of 
story telling and to give it its raison d'etre.

Yet the amazing ceramic rapport between two 
very different parts of Asia evolved down the 
centuries according to norms set out by the export 
market. It was an unique dialogue in that no other 
ceramic producing country kept so closely and for so 
long in touch with Chinese export wares. The 
Dutch flooded the market with Kraak wares and its 
imitations, the whole of Europe responded to 
Chinese blue and white but relatively late in time. A 
last twist in the story appears on Abul Qasim's signed 
blue and white plate and dated 1288/1871 [fig. 10]. 
Does not the naive scenery recall some blue and 
white transfer print from England when British 
export wares started to invade the Persian market as 
it competed with Chinese and Russian porcelains?

Figure 10. Blue and white plate, Persian 1288H/1871 AD, 
Victoria and Albert Museum (1013 1876) from Dr. Richard's 
collection.

transitional design [fig. 6],
When the Persian potter comes to mirror the 

panelling on Kraak dishes, tasslcs and ribbons of 
Taoist emblems arc favourite fillers besides a variety 
of flower and leaf arrangements. These elements can 
also appear as central themes and get jumbled in the 
most entertaining manner. Other central themes 
such as the wicker plant basket leads to absurd but 
rather enchanting results on the part of the Persian 
interpreter, when roots originally hanging through 
the basket, appear below the base of a solid vase. A 
further improvisation leads to the representation of 
half a vase, with or without roots (fig. 7).

Painting in reserve was not an uncommon ploy to 
emphasise animals or birds in Chinese decoration. 
The Percival David Foundation rabbit of 1601 is a 
well known example. This style was applied to plants 
as well as birds, herons, deer, and kylitis (fig. 1) by the 
Persian potter. The most common of bird is non 
descript and can be referred to as the bird on the 
rock. The Persian version difFcrs little from its 
Chinese original, so do numerous insects, butterflies, 
deer, lions, lotuses and other flowers, and of course 
dragons and phoenixes, two emblems which loose 
their imperial significance in the Persian context. All 
these exotic themes take on a new lease of life in 
Persia, as they are revived and re-used in new ways 
at the hand of craftsmen with different cultural tradi
tions.

Perhaps some of the more astonishing transforma
tions occur in the adaptations of figures, a number of 
which enliven Persian seascapes (fig.6). On terra Jenna 
one particular favourite is the boy on a buffalo 
without a hat. He seems in limbo on a Chinese shard
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