Wit & Wine: A New Look at Ancient Iranian Ceramics from the Aurthur M. Sackler

Foundatio
For more than five thousand years (circa 5000 BCE­ca. 100 BCE), the artisans of

ancient Iran, or Persia as the Greeks called it, produced beautiful, technically sophisticated, and often amusing ceramics. This rich tradition equals the pre-Columbian, Chinese, and Greek achievements in terms of ceramic design, but these artifacts are little known today, having emerged from Iran only in the last fifty years. The body of work represented by the objects in this exhibition establishes Iran as the source of the fourth great ceramic tradition of the ancient world.

Because little written documentation survives from the early cultures that produced these ceramics, the religious beliefs and social practices associated with them remain mysteries to us. By analogy with other ancient people such as the Greeks as well as many modern Islamic cultures, we surmise that the drinking and pouring of liquids played an important social role in ancient Iran. The ceramics in this exhibition come from the western and northern portions of the country where water from the snow fed rivers encouraged settlement and allowed for later irrigation. The people in this region were the first in the world to domesticate the wine grape, Vitis vinifera, and to produce wine. 

Most of the fine ceramics of ancient Iran were made for pouring and drinking liquids. The slender beaklike spouts on many vessels produce a thin, arching stream, suggesting a showy presentation appropriate for a religious ritual or social ceremony. But what was poured? Chemical analysis of the residue in storage jars excavated at Hajji Firuz (ca. 5000 BCE) and Godin Tepe (ca. 3300 BCE) reveals that the jars once held wine. In the middle of the first millennium BCE ancient Greek historians wrote about the Iranian custom of extensive wine drinking in social situations. Thus we assume that many of the vessels in this exhibition were used to hold or pour wine. 

Some spouted vessels may have been part of religious or funereal ceremonies, while other types may have played a role in social settings. Couples at wedding feasts or clan chieftains sealing alliances may have drunk from the twin spouts at the base of some animal-handled vessels. One can also imagine the entertainment value of these double spouted vessels as an evening of social drinking progressed. The ingenious hidden opening in the bird shaped vessel in the exhibition suggests how much the potters, and their patrons, enjoyed such clever effects.

Potters in ancient Iran also created fine ceramics to contain liquids other than wine. Water is a precious fluid in any dry country, and as early as the medieval period was offered from specially decorated or uniquely shaped vessels. This may have been the practice in antiquity as well. Perfumes, cosmetics and other luxury goods were stored in small, elegant containers with narrow necks that protected the expensive contents. Also religious practices may have led potters to create vessels for storing fragrant incense or pouring religious offerings.

Several major trade routes passed through Iran in antiquity. The Baghdad-Khorasan Road, the principal trade route between eastern and western Asia, crossed Mesopotamia, climbed the Zagros Mountains just west of Godin Tepe where evidence for wine production has been excavated. The route continued to the northeast joining the Silk Road to China. Luxury goods, such as lapis lazuli a brilliant blue stone mined in eastern Afghanistan and wine from the Zagros Mountains were traded along this route as far as Cyprus and Egypt.

Clay is pliable and readily takes on the forms, textures and colors the potter gives it, sometimes imitating other materials. Some early Iranian potters streaked vessels with dark and light slips to resemble patterned stone. Others shaped objects like round-handled baskets and painted them with simple hatching to suggest woven patterns. Potters also produced visual puns making ceramic water jugs that mimicked the soft yielding shapes of leather bags and wineskins. Potters in the first millennium BCE used the smooth shiny surface produced by burnishing and the dark coloring of reduction firing to imitate the smooth shiny surface of valuable bronze. 

The potters skill and sense of humor expressed through these wine vessels makes these ancient works, and the cultures that produced them, accessible to us. Though the wine is long gone, we can enjoy the container.
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