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Abstract:

Geographical conditions play a significant role in shaping any art form that has a long-standing presence within a specific land. Art is born
from both practical and spiritual needs, and the availability of natural resources profoundly influences artistic creation. Kouzeh-Kanan is a
historical region located in East Azerbaijan Province, approximately ten kilometers from the city of Shabestar. This area has long been
recognized as a cradle of pottery, where the craft of ceramics has traditionally been practiced both professionally and within families. The
research method employed in this study is descriptive-analytical, with data collected through both library and field methods. The findings
were obtained via on-site visits to the region, consultations with the Cultural Heritage Organization of Shabestar, and direct observation of
discovered and locally produced pottery, supported by existing sources and documentation. The primary aim of this research is to examine
the pottery tradition of Kouzeh-Kanan—one of the subregions of Shabestar in East Azerbaijan Province—which has remained relatively
unknown compared to other cities renowned for their pottery. The results of this study indicate that pottery production in this region has
continued to evolve naturally, maintaining its role in daily life. Its creation occurs spontaneously, guided by the needs and aesthetic
preferences of local residents. The diversity of forms and functions of these pottery pieces appears virtually limitless. Skilled artisans working
in the traditional workshops of the area have deeply integrated pottery into their daily lives. The pottery vessels of Kouzeh-Kanan reveal the
richness of the raw materials used and the delicate craftsmanship of the artists, expressing themselves in a natural and authentic manner.
Examination of historical pottery finds indicates that, similar to the ceramics of northwestern Iran, these works feature vegetal, animal, and
geometric decorations; however, most pottery from this region has been produced in simple, unglazed forms.
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Extended Abstract

The art of pottery in Iran represents a deep historical continuity that connects human creativity with the material and
environmental conditions of specific geographical regions. Throughout centuries, the artistic crafts of Iran, particularly
ceramics and pottery, have been strongly tied to the natural resources and geographical characteristics of each area. As humans
have always been influenced by the climate, soil composition, and the availability of natural resources, pottery emerged both
as a practical necessity and as a form of aesthetic expression reflecting the cultural and spiritual life of the people. Azerbaijan
Province, with its rich geological composition and abundance of clay resources, has long been considered one of the prominent
centers of pottery production. The historical development of pottery from the early Islamic period marks a turning point in
Iranian material culture, where ceramic vessels became widespread due to religious and social constraints against using gold
and silver utensils, which were limited to the aristocracy and royal families. Pottery thus evolved into a symbol of artistic
refinement and ingenuity, representing both functionality and creativity. Scholars have identified it as one of the greatest
achievements of Islamic civilization, serving not only practical purposes but also expressing the artistic identity of the Iranian
people (1). Over time, this craft became deeply embedded in everyday life, and its practitioners—often entire families—passed
down their knowledge and skills across generations. The Kouzeh-Kanan region of East Azerbaijan, located ten kilometers from
the city of Shabestar, represents a living testimony to this heritage. Despite its historical richness, the pottery of this region has
remained relatively underexplored, unlike that of other better-known pottery centers. However, field studies and excavations
have revealed that pottery production in Kouzeh-Kanan has persisted organically, adapting to the needs and tastes of local
people while maintaining traditional forms and techniques.

Previous studies have paid limited attention to the specific case of Kouzeh-Kanan pottery, and most research on Iranian
Islamic ceramics tends to focus on general stylistic and technological developments. Classic studies by Arthur Upham Pope
and Phyllis Ackerman presented a broad survey of Persian art, briefly addressing pottery as one of the key artistic crafts in
Iranian history but without reference to Kouzeh-Kanan (1). Similarly, more recent research by Iranian scholars has concentrated
on comparative analyses of pottery traditions in Tabriz and northwestern Iran, with a special focus on the influence of Chinese
blue-and-white ceramics during the Safavid period. For instance, the study by Ebrahimi Nejad Rafsanjani and colleagues
compared Iranian Kubachi and Ottoman Iznik ceramics, identifying cross-cultural influences between Islamic and East Asian
ceramic traditions (18). In these works, the emphasis is placed on the stylistic hybridity resulting from the commercial and
cultural exchanges between Iran and the Far East. However, despite the evidence of active ceramic production across East

Azerbaijan, no specific research has examined the technical, cultural, and aesthetic features of Kouzeh-Kanan pottery. Even
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archaeological studies such as those by Mehdi Kazempour, which focused on carved decorative pottery techniques in
northwestern Iran, overlook the distinctive contributions of this region. The absence of documentation, therefore, underscores
the importance of this study in filling a significant gap in the scholarship of Islamic pottery and regional craft heritage.

From a geographical perspective, the natural environment plays a central role in shaping artistic production. The relationship
between geography and art is particularly evident in pottery, as the craft depends heavily on the quality of clay, the availability
of water, and the climatic conditions affecting the firing process. The environment not only determines the availability of raw
materials but also influences artistic expression, as forms and motifs often reflect the surrounding landscape and ecological
features. As emphasized by historical theorists of art, art is both a product of human emotion and intellect and a direct outcome
of the interaction between humanity and nature (1). The geographical conditions of a region thus influence the development of
art in several ways—through trade routes, which facilitate cultural exchanges, and through natural resources, which enable the
continuity of craftsmanship. However, the existence of raw materials alone does not automatically lead to the development of
art. For instance, while clay is found almost everywhere in the world, only societies with the necessary cultural and
technological frameworks have transformed it into an enduring artistic tradition (2). In this sense, pottery embodies both
material and immaterial dimensions: the former connected to environmental conditions and resources, and the latter reflecting
cultural beliefs, social functions, and symbolic meanings.

The art of pottery in Iran is defined by both technical ingenuity and cultural symbolism. Pottery refers to any object made
from fired clay, including both unglazed and glazed ceramics (3). Archaeological and historical research suggests that pottery
is among the earliest technological achievements of humankind, dating back approximately ten thousand years and likely
pioneered by women (5). This early experimentation with clay and fire marked humanity’s first control over natural elements
for creative purposes. Pottery is simultaneously simple in concept yet complex in execution, requiring mastery over materials,
heat, and form. The Iranian potter’s skill lies in the ability to transform humble clay into vessels of remarkable delicacy and
strength, embodying both artistic imagination and utilitarian purpose (1, 6). Over time, the introduction of the potter’s wheel
revolutionized production, allowing for greater precision and consistency in form. The difference between “pottery” and
“faience” or “stoneware” lies primarily in glazing: unglazed products are traditionally known as pottery, while glazed versions
are classified as faience (4, 7). In the Kouzeh-Kanan region, both techniques were practiced, though unglazed earthenware
remained more prevalent due to its alignment with the practical needs of daily life. The potters of this region have long
demonstrated an intuitive understanding of their materials, manipulating texture and porosity to produce functional vessels
suited to specific purposes—such as water storage, cooling, and food preparation (8). The variety of forms—ranging from jars,
bowils, and plates to unique ceremonial objects—illustrates both the adaptability of the craft and its aesthetic evolution within
the local context.

The typological diversity of Kouzeh-Kanan pottery reflects not only functional adaptation but also symbolic significance.
The city of Kouzeh-Kanan, historically mentioned in medieval geographical dictionaries (9) and travelogues such as that of
Ruy Gonzélez de Clavijo (10), has long been known for its pottery workshops and skilled artisans. The region’s economy
historically relied on agriculture, animal husbandry, and pottery, with entire families engaged in clay extraction, wheel-
throwing, and Kkiln-firing. Inscriptions from the endowment document of the Rab‘-e Rashidi during the Ilkhanid period even
mention Kouzeh-Kanan as a center of production (11), confirming its historical continuity as a craft hub. The natural abundance
of clay, combined with access to mineral-rich soils containing iron and manganese, provided ideal conditions for pottery-
making. Additionally, the presence of local alkaline plants such as ashnoon (Salsola) facilitated the production of soda-based

glazes—a process deeply rooted in indigenous knowledge systems (22). The glaze tradition of Kouzeh-Kanan has parallels
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with other northwestern Iranian centers, where local potters utilized natural materials such as flint and plant ashes to produce
vivid greens, blues, and browns. The traditional craft methods—from wheel-throwing and two-step mold casting to hand-
finishing—demonstrate an advanced understanding of both engineering and artistry (5). Although modern electric tools and
mass-production technologies have begun to alter these processes, the traditional practices of clay preparation, firing, and
decoration persist as cultural heritage expressions.

The archaeological discoveries in Kouzeh-Kanan reveal a sophisticated tradition of decoration and glazing, including carved
and sgraffito (incised) ceramics similar to those found in other Islamic centers such as Samarra and Nishapur. The sgraffito
technique, originating in Egypt and influenced by Tang-dynasty China, became widespread in the Islamic world between the
third and seventh centuries AH (16, 17). These vessels, characterized by geometric, vegetal, and sometimes animal motifs,
illustrate the aesthetic refinement of Islamic artisans. Excavated fragments from Kouzeh-Kanan include plates and bowls with
complex inscriptions, delicate line work, and layered glazes in green, purple, and cobalt blue. The discovery of these artifacts
demonstrates the region’s participation in broader artistic and trade networks linking Iran to the Mediterranean and Central
Asia. The Kubachi-type pottery, known from Daghestan and northwestern Iran, provides further evidence of cultural
interconnectedness; its stylistic elements—floral scrolls, bird motifs, and underglaze painting in black, turquoise, and
manganese—show close affinities with the products of Tabriz workshops (18-20). Researchers suggest that these ceramics,
often produced by Turkic craftsmen, were traded widely across western Iran and possibly reached the Caucasus and Ottoman
territories. The integration of Chinese glazing methods and Islamic decorative conventions during the Timurid and Safavid
periods led to the development of hybrid styles that remain visible in Kouzeh-Kanan pottery. Despite the erosion of traditional
glaze-making knowledge, the physical evidence preserved in excavated fragments reveals a remarkable command of chemistry,
temperature control, and material experimentation among local potters.

In conclusion, the pottery tradition of Kouzeh-Kanan embodies the intertwined relationship between environment, culture,
and artistic innovation. As one of the lesser-known centers of Iranian ceramics, Kouzeh-Kanan contributes a vital chapter to
the history of Islamic art, highlighting the endurance of local craftsmanship and its adaptation to modern contexts. The craft’s
deeply rooted connection to daily life—where each vessel served practical, symbolic, or ceremonial functions—illustrates the
fusion of utility and beauty characteristic of Iranian material culture. Although industrialization and changing market demands
have transformed the production process, the traditional pottery of Kouzeh-Kanan continues to reflect the collective identity,
technical mastery, and creative resilience of its artisans. By preserving these forms and technigues, this region not only
maintains a tangible link to Iran’s artistic heritage but also sustains a living craft that continues to evolve within the rhythms of

contemporary life.
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