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An Attempt to Distinguish Between Mamluk and Iranian Fourteenth Century Underglaze Painted Wares
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Ceramic studies were initially driven by collectors who instigated and encouraged wholesale pillaging of many Middle Eastern sites, and cast a blanket of fog over the whole question of provenance. Scientific, stratigraphic, excavations were underway by the 1930s, but publications were sparse and delayed by the events of World War II. Most excavators were more interested in the pre-Islamic levels, and Islamic finds were either ignored or pushed to one side to be studied later. In addition, the role of academic and collector was apparently ill-defined and there was an almost schizophrenic attitude taken by the leaders in the field: one minute they were remonstrating against the trench robbers, and the next minute they were buying wholesale from the dealers, and “making the market.” To add to the confusion, Iranian dealers had established themselves in Istanbul, the Levant and Cairo, not revealing their sources, and allowing their clientele to imagine they were purchasing local wares. As a result our museums are now house objects believed to have come from former Mamluk territories, many of which are of Iranian origin. In the course of my research in identifying Iranian wares in museum collections, in conjunction with a survey of the current state of archaeological knowledge in Iran, Syria and Egypt, it has been possible to establish a database of diagnostic criteria for distinguishing both the Iranian and Mamluk wares. This is ongoing research and this paper will outline what it has been possible to establish to date, and will provide a forum for discussion.
