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A jar in this shape is called an albarello; its form derives from apothecary jars first used in the Middle
East. Ultimately the shape probably goes back to an Egyptian precious metal form of the Roman

period. Cylindrical jars were employed by physicians and herbalists and since they needed to be easy
to hold, to use, and to shelve, their basic form was cylindrical but incurved for grasping and wide-

mouthed for access.1

A revolution in Islamic pottery production occurred in the 10th century, when a new material called
stonepaste (also known as faience or fritware) was invented. This hard, white ceramic was composed
of calcareous clays, quartz sand and powdered glass and it may have been developed by migrant Iraqi
potters in Egypt. The ceramic was refined in the 11th century and its manufacture spread eastwards to

Iran and to Syria in the late 11th century.2 The new material was ideal for making and decorating
vessels including albarello jars, which were made at many kilns. Extant examples include a mid-12th

century albarello with carved decoration from Syria or Persia (accession no. C.129-1934) and a
late 12th century jar with black painting under turquoise glaze from Kashan in Iran (accession no. 325-
1903), both in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Another apothecary jar in the V&A (accession
no. 369-1892), with panelled decoration painted in lustre and blue, dates to the late 12th or early 13th

https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O85409/albarello-unknown/
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https://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O85414/albarello-jar-unknown/


century. In decorative terms, the distinctive Islamic qualities of the vessels’ surface patterning reflect the
application of Islamic principles in artistic production, which in turn were the result of a long and complex

process in which both political realities and religious ideals played an important part. As a whole,
Islamic art was not entirely religious, as it was formed in a non-doctrinal context. Nor was it entirely

secular, since it included the art produced for personal and communal devotions.3

The albarello arrived in Europe following the Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula. The form was
introduced into Italy through Sicily, an area of Islamic settlement, sometime before the 15th century, and

quickly spread throughout Europe. The shape thereafter became popular throughout Europe, and
vessels were made at many factories.

Cultural exchange between the Middle East and China goes back centuries. In the case of ceramics,
Chinese fragments of porcelain alongside sherds of local pottery have been excavated in

the 9th century, at sites in present-day Egypt and Iraq.4 This magnificent Chinese porcelain albarello
was made much later, during the Daoguang reign period (1821-1850). As far as is known, its period

mark is unique. The jar is a direct imitation of albarello jars first made at the Chinese imperial kiln in the
early 15th century.5 At that time, during the early Ming dynasty, Middle Eastern art objects were

treasured by the emperor, and copies were made. Court taste was quite conservative, and in later
times many shapes and patterns were meticulously reproduced, including albarellos like this piece

which is painted in vivid cobalt blue with waves, lotus, and honeycomb pattern.
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