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Abstract

Old Qaen stands as a prominent city in Quhistan (South Khorasan), having
undergone significant transformations during the Islamic period. Although
the city is frequently mentioned in historical chronicles, accurate information
regarding its ancient location has been sought through archaeological
excavations. The analysis of pottery recovered between 2012 and 2016
by Rajab-Ali Labbaf has provided archaeologists with essential data
concerning the founding and various historical phases of the old city of
Qaen. The objective of this analytical research was to identify the pottery
types present in the area, establish the settlement chronology, and examine
its connections with other regions. To achieve this, 177 potsherds from the
excavations were initially classified, and subsequently, 55 representative
pieces were selected for detailed typological and chronological study.
Research findings concerning pottery reveal that Qaen was established in
the early Islamic centuries and persisted through the mid-Safavid period,
with the Seljuk period identified as its most prosperous era. The quality
of pottery produced in this region was on par with that of other notable
pottery centers in Iran. However, the lack of golden pottery (zarrin fam),
silhouette, and enamel (Mina’i) ware points to a shortfall in the expertise
of Qaen’s potters regarding these types. Additionally, Qaen has established
significant trans-regional links with regions including Khorasan, Sistan,
and Jazmurian.

Keywords: Old City of Qaen Old City, Tepe Shahzadeh Hossein, Pottery,

Typology.
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Introduction

Pottery artifacts represent a significant category of small finds that offer
critical insights into ancient civilizations through their examination. These
artifacts reveal various aspects, including stylistic choices, construction
techniques, the integration of color in designs, motif types, and even
the ritualistic and religious perspectives. Consequently, the analysis of
pottery unearthed from archaeological sites is of paramount importance to
archaeologists. This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology
of a historical nature to investigate the potsherds discovered at Jameh
Mosque and the mound of (Tepe) Shahzadeh Hossein, which was excavated
by Rajab Ali Labaf Khaniki in this region. Historical records indicate that
in 29 A.H., the area of Quhistan (Southern Khorasan) was conquered
by Muslims, leading to a significant influx of Arab settlers, particularly
in Qaen, which emerged as one of the principal cities in Quhistan. The
presence of Arab populations and the establishment of peaceful relations
with Muslims facilitated the construction of a mosque in Quhistan, likely
the first in Qaen. This development suggests that the settlement in the old
city of Qaen continued throughout the Islamic period, particularly during
the early phase of Islam, establishing it as a key city in Quhistan. To gain
a deeper understanding of the ancient city of Qaen, extensive surveys and
excavations have been undertaken, uncovering artifacts and information
from various Islamic epochs. Notably, pottery from the Islamic period has
been discovered, which can yield significant insights regarding the area
under study.

The central objective of this research is to chronologically categorize
and identify the stylistic features of the pottery from here, thus addressing
the following research inquiries: 1. What time period does the pottery
chronology of the ancient city of Qaen reveal, and what is the quality of the
pottery? 2. What transcultural connections can be identified in the pottery
style of the ancient city of Qaen during the Islamic period? Accordingly,
a total of 177 pottery artifacts were unearthed from the remnants of the
ancient city, including trenches 1 to 7, the area behind the Mousavi house,
the Talebi house, “Chah Ert” and “Tepe Shahzadeh Hossein”. Out of these,
55 exemplary pieces were selected for in-depth study due to their capacity
to provide substantial information to the researchers. The selection process
was informed by several criteria, including the condition of the artifacts, the
production techniques utilized, the characteristics of the decorative designs,
the composition of the clay paste, and the forms of pottery. Following this,
all 55 artifacts were systematically classified, photographed, sketched, and
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analyzed through both typological and chronological frameworks.

Research Method: This fundamental investigation is characterized by
a descriptive-analytical approach with a historical lens. The data collection
is executed through two primary avenues: field studies and library
research. Data pertaining to pottery has been gathered from the Southern
Khorasan Cultural Heritage’s pottery archive, in addition to archaeological
reports from the years 1385 (2006) to 1391 (2012). The study’s statistical
population consists of 55 pottery items selected from a total population
of 177 artifacts, which were discovered in the vicinity of the ancient city,
specifically from locations including trenches 1 to 7, the boreholes next to
Mousavi’s house, Talebi’s residence, Chah Ert, and the Tappeh known as
Shahzadeh Hossein.

Discussion

This research involved systematic classification and graphical
representations of all ceramics, during which their technical characteristics
were meticulously recorded. This foundational work enabled a thorough
analysis of the statistical population. Following this, the ceramic styles
and techniques were further investigated in relation to adjacent areas and
key pottery production centers located at a distance. The objective was to
identify the local stylistic elements and to compare them with imported
samples found in the region. The pottery types identified included
unglazed plain and unglazed decorated wares, plain glazed and glazed
decorated wares, all of which demonstrated a high standard of quality
in design and glazing. The results indicated that the pottery from this
region was comparable to that produced in other centers, reflecting the
stylistic influences of neighboring regions. Nonetheless, the lack of enamel
(Mina’i) and silhouette wares pointed to a deficiency in the production of
these specific forms within the area.

Conclusion

Historically, Qaen has been acknowledged as a vital and extensive area
within Qahistan, frequently referred to by its elders as a formidable and
significant city. Chronicles from the fourth century AH suggest that Qaen
was a preeminent city and the focal point of Qahistan, distinguished by
its exceptional artisans. This flourishing period lasted until the end of the
Seljuk dynasty, when conflicts between the Simjorian and Seljuq powers
precipitated a decline in artistic production. However, the Ilkhanid era

heralded a restoration of order following the disruptions of the Mongol
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period, leading to a revitalization of the arts in Iran. Studies of Qaen’s
pottery indicate that the region was one of the foremost centers during the
Islamic period, characterized by extensive interactions with the Greater
Khorasan, Sistan, South Makran, and Jazmurian areas. The analysis of
pottery from this region, when juxtaposed with artifacts from Syria, the
UAE, Tajikistan, and Afghanistan, reveals significant cultural and artistic
connections, indicating a broad network of interaction with these distant
areas. The typological and chronological examination of the pottery
suggests that the old city of Qaen thrived during three distinct periods:
the early Islamic era (2 to 4 AH), the middle Islamic period (5 to 7 AH),
particularly during the Seljuq dynasty, and continued through the Ilkhanid
and Timurid periods, extending into the mid-Safavid era (7-12 AH). In
terms of craftsmanship, the pottery from this region, characterized by its
black, blue, and white painted designs, as well as decorative metalwork and
the Nishaburi style, demonstrates a level of quality that is competitive with
other prominent pottery centers. Notably, this study highlights the absence
of silhouette and enamel (Mina’i) painted-on-glaze wares, indicating a
lack of production in this specific style within the region.
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Map. 2: The Old City of Qaeen (Archive
Cultural heritage of Qaen).
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Tab. 3: Comparison Areas with Qaen Region
(Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 1: Sample of plain unglazed pottery

(Authors,
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2023).
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Fig. 2: Sample of plain unglazed pottery

(Authors,

2023).
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Fig. 3: Sample of plain unglazed pottery-
Carved pattern (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 4: Sample of plain unglazed pottery-
Added Role, Campus, Painting (Authors,
2023).
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Tab. 1: Sample of plain unglazed pottery-
Added Role, Campus, Painting (Authors,
2023).
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Fig. 5: Typology of simple glazed pottery
(Authors, 2023).
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Tab. 2: Typology of simple glazed pottery
(Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 6: Sample of embossed glazed pottery-
Sgragrafito & Carved — applied decoration
(Authors, 2023).
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Tab. 3: Sample of embossed glazed pottery-
Sgragrafito & Carved — applied decoration
(Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 7: Sample of glazed pottery with painted
glazes and slip (Authors, 2023).
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Tab. 4: Sample of glazed pottery with painted
glazes and slip (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 8: Sample of decorated clay pots -
Neyshabur style and imitation of Felez Azin
(Authors, 2023).
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Neyshabur style and imitation of Felez Azin
(Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 9: Sample Painted glazed pottery- Color
slip - Underglaze painting (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 10: Sample Painted glazed pottery blue
and white and Gambron pottery (Authors,
2023).
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Fig. 7: Sample Painted glazed pottery blue
and white and Gambron pottery(Authors,
2023).
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