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Poetic Spark

Bowl form which accompanies to almost ten thousand years of ceramic art, is an
invention allows human beings to put his food and water or to preserve them since
the very first day. Bowl structure which looked like two palms connected to each
other was developed, expanded, shrank, ornamented, colored and continued its
existence until today. What makes bowl form special is not its outer shape but also
its structure limiting the gap it takes in. As a matter of fact bowl has become the
master of the gap it limits and the gap gained value with those limits.

In IX. Century Luster technique which appeared with the efforts of Islam ceramic
experts in Kashan region of Iran added a new dimension to world ceramic and
allowed the best pieces of ceramic art age to be presented. The luster technique
today opens new research and discovery horizons to ceramic artists. More over,
as mentioned in the piece of art named «three main books of artist» of Cipriano
Piccolpasso, the great researcher of the era, although the difficulties and high cost
of the technique in which only 5 or 6 samples out of a thousand are resulted in
desired or aimed level, almost led to no application until recent centuries, artists
started to take courageous steps in the final century and force the limits of this
technique.

Abbas Akbari is one of the rare artists wandering at the limits of this technique
with a high level of curiosity and concentration. The incredible working ambition
and his excitement which he demonstrated in Izmir luster symposium where I met
him, was a shocking and interesting feature of him for all the artists who were
present there.

Abbas Akbari, is an artist who forces the dimensions of modern art by combining
them with knowledge and experiences of the past. While interpreting the artistic
treasures of the geography he lives, he also reveals the heritage of the researchers
such as Aboureyhan from 1000 years ago, Abolbarakat from 800 years ago and
Abolgasim Kashani from 700 years ago, with a poetic spark. The bowls produced
by Akbari became the brand new language of poetry and the gap within the bowl
gained a very different meaning.

Tugrul Emre Feyzoglu

Assoc.Prof.Hacettepe University,Faculty of Fine Arts
Ceramic Department

Turkye

Sep 2015
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clay is the city of Kashan in central Iran, where Akbari teaches ceramics. This city
is famous in the history of ceramics for having developed a range of techniques that
include shiny glazes and for this clay, stone paste.

For the last 15 years, Akbari has been teaching, working and living in Kashan,
where he has searched for and found a good number of broken pieces of ceramics
(stone paste) in order to analyse them and try to work out the formula for making
this clay, and by studying ancient texts, one of which is about 1000 years old.

For research to be effective, it is essential to take notes and to compile a broad-
based bibliography, and to organise ideas efficiently by recording thoughts on paper
in order to produce an article on the findings on the subject, and to organise the
presentation of the contents.

After a large number of tests and experiments, Akbari has now found an easy
way of producing good quality clay for working in potters’ wheels and for use in
sculpture and ceramics.

This clay is similar to porcelain, but it burns at less than 1000 degrees Celsius, so
this can still be described as a one-thousand-year-old “novelty”.

An artist, researcher and teacher wishes to revive and disseminate this ancient
knowledge about this clay that had been lost up till now, in order to share it with
contemporary artists (sculptors and ceramists) as well as with scholars of ceramic
techniques.

We are delighted to hail the work of Abbas Akbari for the contribution he has
made with his findings, as well as for blazing the trail that should be followed when
conducting research aimed at reviving other methods of this type, lost in an ocean
of ancient texts and that will contribute to improved knowledge of ceramics, an
early manifestation of human art.

Thimo Pimentel
Punta Cana, Dominican Rebuplic, WI

July 2015

Traductor from Spanish to English: Ilana Benady(*)



Art and Research

From the dawn of their existence, humans have used their observational skills and
inventiveness in order to advance civilisation. Since early humans first placed the
first lumps of clay into fire, an investigative process began that would never cease.

The first functional pots used for holding liquids appeared nine thousand years
BCE and one thousand years later, in Egypt, glassmaking methods became popular.
Once humans discovered that clay could be dug up and used for making objects by
first mixing it with water and then placing it in fire, the industry was born.

24,000 years BCE, human and animal figures were made of clay and other
materials for baking in ovens that were partly excavated in the ground. Almost
10,000 years later, permanent human settlements were established in Mesopotamia
and India where tiles were manufactured. Also during this time, clay bricks were
used for building houses, and new materials were developed.

For several years, Abbas Akbari has been working on a new theory based on
practical research into a special type of clay from the distant past. This clay is
now called Stone paste, a type of low-temperature porcelain that Muslim ceramists,
especially in Iran, made some 1000 years ago and which remained in use for several
centuries.

About 100 years ago potters stopped using this clay, possibly because the
information about it had been lost. One of the best places for finding this type of
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Works of This Collection

What you see in the following pages is the result of working with three kinds of clay:
ordinary clay which could be found in most places; fritware which is the combination of
ordinary clay plus a kind of frit; and finally stonepaste which is either the combination
of found ores or an amalgam of prepared kaolin, frit and bentonite.

The exhibition of these works in this booklet is only for the purpose of showing
different results having been obtained from different kinds of clay. Hence they just
point to the technical aspects. In my opinion, having the technical knowledge of
materials is just the beginning or introduction for making a work of art. Therefore the
works of this collection are only considered technical samples for the texts.

Endnotes

1. The late Iraj Afshar in the introduction of Javaher-name-ye Nizami (The Book of Gems)
in a table has listed nine more books on gemology having been published before Al-Biruni
during the first Islamic centuries. I didn't have access to them for some reasons. I suggest
others to have a review of these texts, because most probably they'll find some information
on the subject of this booklet.

2. See Al-Jamaher fi Al-Jawaher by Al-Biruni, researched by Yousof Al-Haadi, Elmi-va-Farhangi
and Mirath-e Maktoub Publications, 1373 (1995), p. 369.

3. In this connection, see Javaher-name-ye Nizami by Muhammad Ibn Abi Barakat Johari
Neishabouri, ed. by Iraj Afshar, cooperated by Mohammad Rasoul Daryagasht, Mirath-¢
Maktoub Publications, 1383 (2004), p. 361.

4. See Arayes al-Jawaher va Nafayes al-Atayeb by Abul Ghasem Abdullah Kashani, ed. By Iraj
Afshar, Al-Ma'l Publications, 1386 (2007), p. 344.

5. See James W. Allan's description and interpretation in paragraph no. 23, Allan, J.W. (1973),
Abul Qasim's Treatise on Ceramics, Iran, volume XI. In this paragraph, he refers to the
experimentations of Rosemary Brewer with the formula Abul Qasim had offered and reminds
that Rosemary Brewer was also aware of the difficulties in working with this combination.
Many potters have been in contact with me and correctly noted that this combination was not
of good formation. They asked for my guidance. That's why I started to write this booklet.

6. Principally there are conflicting opinions on the production of ceramics with white surface and
their comparison with porcelain. In this regard, see A Survey of Persian handicraft, Jay Gluck and
Sumi Hiramoto Gluick, Bank Melli Iran Publications, p. 93.

7. In this connection, refer to the explanations of Hans E. Wulff, The traditional crafts of Persia,
translated by Dr. Sirous Ebrahimzadeh, Enqelab-¢ Eslami Publications.

8. See D. Khalili, Nasser (2008), Visions of Splendor in Islamic Art and Culture, Worth Press, p. 94.



The whiteness of this clay after firing is also considered another important feature,
because having such a background makes it possible to achieve shiny glazes especially
in colors like turquoise. For example, an alkaline glaze with copper oxide generally
doesn't give turquoise color on red surfaces and becomes somewhat green; because
the iron oxide in red clay besides the red color obtained after firing this clay have their
effect in this connection. But we should note that the same glaze produces turquoise
color on the white surface of stonepaste.

Making the Information Efficient

The final result of the years of studies and experimentation with combining silica ores
and different kinds of frit and bentonite demonstrated to me that potters from different
areas of Iran who used stonepaste were obliged to get silica from the ores around their
workshops. Hence, however the outcome was a kind of stonepaste, there were some
differences in the comfort of doing the job and the quality of works, considering the
kind of the ore supplied their silica.

Here I don't intend to go through the details of the frequent experimentations
and examinations I had, but just refer to the point that the result of all these studies
demonstrated whenever potters have used kaolin to make silica, they've managed
to produce better stonepaste to work with. All this is summarized in the following
simple formula:

80% kaolin, 15% frit, 5% bentonite.

The combination of these substances produces a kind of clay which could be called,
according to the explanations offered, both «stonepaste» and «fritwarey. It is a kind of
faience with a firing temperature between 980 to 1000 'C, being suitable for the kilns
in small workshops. I make my own frit but others can use the available standard frit.
We can even replace powder of different glasses. For obtaining kaolin in Iran, the best
resource for this formula is that of Zonouz, a city in East Azerbaijan Province. But it is
obvious we can also have this material from other places. We can use ball clay instead
of bentonite, however I suggest bentonite in order to achieve a good result. Anyway, you
can make more special clay by causing some slight changes in the formula, something
done in my workshop for some reasons. Although the general formula of this clay is
very simple, the produced material has the capability of handling and molding, making
statues and even being transformed into casting method. I believe this combination is
able to solve the problems of many ones who are interested in pottery and in working
with white clay.
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material and second, being a source of inspiration for using motifs and forms on
the works. Such ecosystems exist in most parts of Iran. This matter is specifically
important for providing the raw material of stonepaste clay.

Kashan and its surrounding is probably one of the most exceptional areas in this
connection, because all kinds of ores containing silica and bentonite exist there for
making stonepaste bodies. Contrary to many ones' beliefs, we can find there kaolin
too. Comparing the remained stonepaste works from kashan, Nain, Meybod, Natanz,
etc. with each other demonstrates that the quality of this material in Kashan had
been much better. The delicacy of Kashan's works besides their sizes and other
characteristics proves that such stonepaste has not been yielded by the combination
of pure silica, frit and bentonite, because such a combination would not result in the
production of works with this quality.® That's why other potters who made stonepaste
in the neighboring areas, such as Natanz, had to produce this substance in several
phases (the increase in the work processes, as mentioned above) due to its low
plasticity.” This characteristic would not allow them to make big objects out of that
clay. But in many stonepaste vessels from Kashan we can observe better qualities for
making big objects. This matter is mostly due to the availability of various resources
for supplying silica, especially kaolin. Having figured this matter out, I reached a kind
of clay with high especial qualities by the reassessment of the formula presented in
old books. By and large, in stonepaste ceramic producing centers of Iran the study
and examination of the remained works from Kashan just shows more efficiency in
updating stonepaste clay for the contemporary pottery. We will refer to this matter in
the following chapters.

The Properties of Stonepaste
The study and inspection of the remained works of stonepaste clay demonstrates that
this material has several advantages in its process of construction and in its decoration,
solidity, stability and durability. These properties make the material distinguished from
ordinary clay of pottery, especially the red clay. If we make the right combination
of this clay, we can handle it easily on the potter's wheel to make large thin objects.
This matter would be contrary to the idea in the mentioned references that assumes its
handling difficult. On the other hand, this clay could be formed by pressing or casting.
Of other important properties in one kind of this clay is the possibility of pasting
dry pieces by dampening, a property not seen in most other kinds of clay. Another
significant characteristic of stonepaste is the better attachment of the glaze and surface.
The presence of a similar glaze (frit) in the clay with the one added after firing makes
the glaze and surface have a better attachment.?



New Theory

Studying the pieces of found pottery besides examining their ingredients demonstrated
that «stonepaste» and «fritware» are in some cases two different things despite having
them considered the same in mind. So it would be worthy of attention to use them in
their correct context. I emphasize on this assumption that stonepaste is representative
of a kind of clay having been formed by the combination of the ore powder in which
there is silica in addition to a kind of frit and bentonite. But fritware is something
which may, in addition to the mentioned combination, include some clay having been
formed by ordinary clay rather than silica clay. The necessity of using bentonite could
be avoided in such a combination. In this manner, we can assume any stonepaste
clay as a kind of fritware but not necessarily the opposite. This theory proposes that
stonepaste clay comes chronologically before fritware clay, the combination of frit
and clay. Findings confirm the fact that stonepaste ceramics gradually disappeared
and the combinations of frit and ordinary clay replaced. In the course of time this
combination was reduced even to ordinary clay. This change should be regarded
as a result of difficult processes of producing silica powder and frit, at least due
to the lack of facilities and equipment in the past centuries. Unfortunately modern
technologies for the preparation of raw materials in company with the establishment
of modern ceramic factories were introduced in a time when stonepaste clay and
fritware had been consigned to oblivion for decades. On the other hand, the clay
produced in modern ceramic factories was that of high-temperature firing stonepaste
which was not suitable for small pottery workshops with low-temperature kilns.
Therefore the Iranian potter forgot this kind of clay and its ingredients. As a result of
this happening, many good qualities of Iranian pottery including vivid colors (due
to the white background in stonepaste clay) and the better outcomes achieved from
some decorative methods such as under-glaze painting on white surface, etc. were all
disappeared from the pottery history of Iran.

This fact is observable in some points in Iran like Nain, Meybod and Gonabad
(Khorasan Province). Hence I believe that we can revive many notable and distinctive
features of the pottery of this counties and districts by reevaluating and updating the
past knowledge for remaking stonepaste clay with a firing temperature of lower than
1000 degrees Celsius.

Pottery and the Ecosystem of Area

From different aspects, the art of pottery stands among the few ones which has close
links with ecological and environmental conditions of the area it is made in. The
ecosystem of an area can provide the artisan with two opportunities: first, giving raw

7/¥Y
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The third reference written in 700 AH/ ¢. 1300 AD is Arayes al-Jawaher va Nafayes
al-Atayeb by Abul Ghasem Abdullah Kashani. His explanations of the mentioned
clay are shorter than those presented in other books, yet certainly more important for
me. The significance of the matter is due to the clear explanation he offers on the
quantity of materials combined in this clay, especially the addition of frit. Explaining
the required methods, he makes us familiar with stonepaste or faience with low-
temperature firing. He says for making this clay we should use 10 units of shekar
sang-e sefid (silica), 1 unit of frit (as he has explained it in the glaze making chapter),
and 1 unit of gel-e loori (bentonite).* I made this combination but the result of which
was a kind of stonepaste hard to handle. This is a problem others had been confronted
with too.’ But those works of stonepaste remained from Kashan being contemporary
of Abul Ghasem are indicative of the easy handling of this clay. So I compared the
information of these books with my important findings of field studies and realized that
potters used different ores in the districts where they had been working. In addition to
having silica, some of these ores have certain qualities which simplify the problems of
working with this formula. The outcome of my work and experiences is presented in
the following chapter «Making the Information Efficient».

Field Studies

For achieving the favorable result in gaining information on the stonepaste clay, I
didn't suffice to theoretical references. I believe that in such matters, field studies are
as important as library ones. Therefore during the past 15 years I have gone alone or
with a friend or co-worker to the suburbs of Kashan in order to find relics of pottery on
the basis of the information | had got from different persons. Sometimes the result of
these trips for finding broken pieces of pottery (stonepaste or red clay) was satisfactory,
but in some cases the attempt was doomed to failure. Having asked a fellow in the
University of Kashan, in one of the trips we went 60 kilometers away from the city
toward some hills where our car could hardly ascend. Hoping we would face with a
large amount of old pottery, we found nothing but a two-centimeter piece of stonepaste
ceramic from the edge of a vessel dating back to the Ilkhanid period. But we were still
satisfied to find the piece in that distance and place. It really took the weight off our
feet in that situation! I should note that my findings were not of archeological value but
contained some good information from technical viewpoints for me.

Anyway, these seemingly worthless pieces were as valuable for me as the important
ones in archaeology. Collecting the pieces and studying their ingredients assured me
that we had to reassess the terminology which had been in use for years and we should
have present a new theory.



Library Studies

Despite the fact that information about technical subjects and details of native arts is
not in written form and had been transmitted orally, in some cases we come across
some written notes which could be very useful. Such references are very rare but
considered so important in the field of Islamic pottery of Iran.

There are three important references on the subject of this booklet. The first one
is the book Al-Jamaher fi Al-Jawaher (Totalities in Knowing Gems) by Al-Biruni in
Arabic. Al-Biruni (973-1048 AD) was an «Iranian» scientist, but we should note that
the language of science in Islamic lands of Arab in that period was Arabic. It was the
oldest text I referred to and I found a few hints and cues in. As far as I know, there
are still some other books dating back to the 8th century AD (2nd century AH) on the
subject of mineralogy and gemology in the Islamic world, but I have no idea about
their content and not sure if there is anything about ceramics and pottery in them like
that of Al-Biruni's.! Anyway in his text, Al-Biruni points to pure porcelain which is a
kind of stonepaste with high-temperature firing, something different in one important
aspect from the clay made by Muslim artists in its imitation. The main problem in
Islamic lands was lack of the high-temperature firing kilns which were used by the
Chinese. That's why Al-Biruni just points to the combination of silica and some other
clay but doesn't mention anything about adding frit.> Chinese potters didn't need
to reduce the firing temperature of this clay. It is in fact considered an innovation
by Muslim potters in adding frit to the clay in order to produce a kind of faience
with low-temperature firing being adaptable to their own kilns. This scientist makes
other useful points about this clay such as the way to produce and preserve it and the
transmission of its knowledge to potters of coming generations. He also notes that the
clay is called Chini in Persia and Seeni in Iraq and so on.

The second reference book written in 592 AH/ c. 1196 AD is Javaher-name-ye
Nizami (The Book of Gems) by Muhammad Ibn Abi Barakat Johari Neishabouri.
In the chapter on glazes, he writes about an ore which is the source of silica
production. There he points to the names of this ore in different districts. Then
he mentions the name of it once more in the chapter on porcelain production and
gives a comprehensive description of the method to make clay out of it. The text
demonstrates that he has borrowed some parts and information from Al-Biruni's
book. He himself has confirmed this fact too. By and large, his explanation of the
method for obtaining porcelain clay with tiny particles is complete and detailed.
Like Al-Biruni, he refers to the clay made by Chinese potters while doesn't mention
the combination of materials. Despite what has just been said, his information about
high-temperature firing stonepaste (pure porcelain) is unique.’
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Terminology

I believe that a significant number of mistakes in different fields and subjects are made
as a result of carelessness in choosing correct words for concepts and instances. The
terms «stone maker» (sangineh saz), «antique maken» (atiqueh saz), «porcelain maken»
(chini saz), or even in some districts, «tile maker» (kashi saz), in Persian language and
the classical Persian literature are all representative of a potter who uses white clay
for making works in different qualities from the ones made out of ordinary clay. The
coinage and disappearance of these words has happened in different periods. Although,
for instance, the term «porcelain maker» has entered Persian literature vocabulary by
the arrival of a number of Chinese ceramists into Iran during the reign of Shah Abbas
the Great (Safavid dynasty), it has formerly been mentioned in a text by the great
scientist, Al-Biruni, as I have referred to in the next chapter. What Al-Biruni points
to is the original porcelain with high-temperature firing, but the one mentioned in
Safavid era as porcelain is a kind of faience with low-temperature firing conforming
with Iranian potters’ facilities. The term «antique maker», among the others, means
someone who makes objects different from those made from ordinary red clay. The
term «tile maker», apparently meaning someone who makes tiles was also applied,
however in a limited range of use, in counties like Nain (Isfahan Province, Iran) and
Meybod (Yazd Province, Iran) to refer to potters who made vessels and objects but
from white clay. This term was of course used in its correct concept and context in
other cities for someone who made tiles as well as the term «tile baker» (kashi paz) for
he who did so. The term «kashi» («tile» in English) has actually been derived from the
name of the city, Kashan, and it carries its own meaning in other texts and places. But
as referred, it meant ceramic works from stonepaste in the mentioned cities especially
during the past hundred years.

In my opinion the term «stone maker» (sangineh saz) would be more appropriate
for someone whose products is a combination of stone powder containing silica, frit
and bentonite. Since this combination is called khamir sang (stonepaste) in Persian,
its maker could consequently be named sangineh saz (stone maker). In fact the term
khamir sang was first used in Iran, then foreign translators and researchers adopted
the appropriate term «stonepaste» for it. They often used the terms «fritware» and
«faience» for such clay. I've concentrated more on the words like these, because
although they have received correct equivalents (from Persian to English and vice
versa), unfortunately they don't refer to a particular work. As we'll see later, there
is difference in my opinion between «stonepaste» and «fritware». From my point of
view, the term «faience» could also be an equivalent for stonepaste objects.



About This Booklet

I was not very skilled at working with red clay when I began it about 22 years ago.
This matter is more evident while working with white clay. Those days I thought this
problem might be due to my lack of experience in working with the material. But I
gradually knew that we should not ignore different qualities of clay and their influence
on the formation of our dexterity and certain works. I had already seen potters who
were so skilled at working with potter's wheel and making large regular vessels by red
clay while unable to make even a small object in white clay. In fact, the reason for this
matter is connected to the characteristics of the white clay formulated in their mind. Yet
they will able to make larger and more regular works (rather than those made from red
clay) if they are provided with more appropriate clay, stonepaste for example.

Anyway, unlike the old tradition of pottery in Iran and the diversity of materials,
particularly clay, the majority of contemporary pottery in Iran (commercial or artistic) is
made from the red clay in different parts of country. The necessity and need for using white
clay in recent years has made some Iranian factories produce this material in different
formulations for potters. Unfortunately most of them have not managed to produce a kind
of clay which could be fired in low temperature. During the recent years I have heard
much about potters using white engobe to achieve different purposes especially a white
background in order to apply decoration or execute certain glazes , all of which due to
the unavailability of white clay. Although this method may be useful, it causes its own
problems such as leaving unwanted flakes or at least the increase in the work processes.
Solving problems as these and also using other features of white clay has made me
study and work beside other things on this subject during the past 15 years. This work,
as will be read and seen, induced me to reassess and reuse technical achievements of
past potters, especially those who settled in Kashan, Iran. Despite devoting 15 years to
this job, the gained experience is now presented and summarized in just a few pages.
Therefore I decided to present others with my experiences since I noticed accidentally
that the results of the work had been available imperfectly for a few students while
some others frequently asked me for such kinds of clay.

It is worth mentioning that the whole project would not be fulfilled without the
financial support of Masoud Lotfi in publishing it for free. So he deserves much
respect and appreciation in this regard. Thimo Pimentel from The Dominican
Republic and Dr. Emre Feyzoglu from Turkey have also kindly written texts for this
booklet. I thank them so much.

Abbas Akbari
Kashan, September 2015
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Dedicated to the late Younes Fayyaz Sanavi
In recognition of what I learnt from him

in working with clay
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