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Abstract

Transoxiana was one of the most significant centers of ceramic production
in the Islamic world of eastern Iran. Examination of artifacts reveals that
ceramics from this region exhibit remarkable diversity in thematic content
and decorative motifs. Employing content analysis, this study addresses
the following questions: What themes are represented in the decorative
motifs of Transoxiana ceramics? and How did thematic diversity vary
across the regions of Samarkand, Chach, and Nishapur?The findings
demonstrate that Islamic beliefs are visibly reflected in calligraphic
inscriptions on ceramics from Nishapur, Samarkand, and Chach. The use
of human and animal motifs was influenced by the religious milieu and
patron preferences, harmonizing Islamic traditions with other faiths.
Notably, Nishapur's ceramic imagery—centered on Islam—evokes pre-
Islamic art through abstraction, distinguishing it from the other two
centers. In contrast, ceramics from Samarkand and Chach, where other
religions coexisted with Islam, emphasize realistic themes and everyday
narratives. Given that many patrons were Christian, human and animal
depictions were rendered in a limited yet realistic style. Thus, the religious
environment emerges as the primary factor shaping these design styles and
decorative themes. The study primarily draws from glazed ceramics of
Samarkand, Chach, and Nishapur housed in museums across Uzbekistan
and Iran. Data collection relied on library research and accessible museum
artifacts.
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Investigating the themes of Transoxiana ...

Introduction

The predominant religious affiliations
during this period were Shia, Hanafi, and
Shafi'i, with rare instances of Zoroastrian
and Christian influences noted. These
religious beliefs were reflected not only in
calligraphy but also through human and
animal motifs on certain ceramic artifacts.
This study seeks to identify motifs
potentially derived from the religious
themes and beliefs surrounding the artists,
as manifested in ceramic works. To
achieve this, ceramics from Nishapur and
Transoxiana (including artifacts from
ancient sites near Samarkand, such as
Qangah, Chach, and Akhsikath) were
examined. For the first time, with an
emphasis on realistic, magical, and
religious motifs, this study introduces
ceramic artifacts and styles (glazing
techniques) from Transoxiana between the
2nd and 6th centuries AH (8th-12th
centuries CE).

Materials and Methods

This research employs a content analysis
methodology based on library research.
Initially, a collection of ceramics from
Transoxiana and Nishapur housed in
various museums (dating between the 2nd
and 6th centuries AH) was examined.
Samples demonstrating the realistic and
religious themes of ceramic artists were
then selected. Finally, conclusions were
drawn based on the analysis of the findings.

Discussion and Findings

The findings indicate that in Nishapur,
Samarkand, and Chach, Islamic beliefs are
visibly  reflected in calligraphic
inscriptions on ceramics. In the application
of human and animal motifs, the religious
atmosphere of society and consumer
preferences—aligned with Islamic and
other religious beliefs—played a role in
adorning these artifacts. Notably, the
artistic style of Nishapur ceramics,
centered on Islam, evokes pre-Islamic art
through abstraction, distinguishing it from
the other two centers.

Marasy and Moukhah (2025)

Conversely, in Samarkand and Chach, due
to the coexistence of other religions
alongside Islam, greater attention was
given to realistic themes and everyday
events. Given that many patrons were
Christian, human and animal figures were
depicted in a more realistic, albeit limited,
manner. Thus, it can be inferred that the
religious environment of the region
influenced the design style and decorative
themes of ceramics.

Conclusion

Based on artifacts excavated from
Transoxiana (Nishapur, Samarkand, and
Chach), we observe that ceramics were
richly adorned with calligraphic, vegetal,
animal, and human motifs. Research
reveals distinct differences in content and
ornamentation between Nishapur and the
other two centers. In Samarkand and
Chach, unlike Nishapur, human figures
were sparingly used, often to narrate non-
Islamic  religious themes, possibly
depicting ritual ceremonies. In Nishapur,
human motifs with Zoroastrian and Islamic
connotations were identified.

Despite shared technical methods in
ceramic production across these regions,
clear differences in thematic expression
exist. For instance, Christian elements and
realistic ~ designs were unique to
Samarkand, while Nishapur emphasized
Zoroastrian and  pre-Islamic  themes
through abstract designs. This divergence
in artistic execution likely stemmed from
the prevailing religious atmosphere: in
Nishapur, despite abstract ceramic
decorations, artists employed realism in
mural paintings, whereas in Samarkand,
ceramics commissioned by non-Muslims
featured  realistic  depictions.  The
contrasting presentation of these art forms
can thus be attributed to the religious and
societal milieu influencing the artists.
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