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GLASS FINDS 
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Among the finds uncovered in the crypt of the Famen Temple were 
twenty glass objects. These included six dishes of dark blue 
transparent glass. The authors have not yet had an opportunity to 
examine any of the Famen glasses, but the similarity of the dishes to a 
familiar type of Islamic glass is clearly evident from photographs. 
Such objects are characterized by elaborate scratched decorations of 
geometric and stylized floral motifs. We have carried out chemical 
analyses of nineteen examples of scratch-decorated Islamic glasses. 
Indirectly, these analyses tell us something about the Famen Temple 
dishes. 

The samples, all but one of which are of unknown provenance, are 
described at the end of the paper and illustrated in Figures 2 - 11. 
The data are summarized in Table 1. The analyses separate the glasses 
into two distinctly different chemical types, suggesting that they were 
made in at least two different places -- places which could have been 
far distant from one another. One group of fifteen are soda-lime 
glasses of the natron type. The other four are soda-lime glasses of the 
plant-ash type. The difference can be seen in Figure 1 . Natron glasses 
of the Islamic period were made in Fustat (near present day Cairo) and 
possibly at some places along the Mediterranean coast, where there was 
ready access to natron from the Wadi Natrun. Most other Islamic glasses 
-- possibly all of them -- were made from soda obtained by burning 
certain types of plants growing in marshy or desert environments. For 
example, we have analyzed forty four glass fraqrnentsfrom Nishapur and 
all of them are plant-ash glasses. The same is true for Islamic glasses' 
we have analyzed from more than a dozen other inland sites. 

Without having chemical analyses of the Famen Temple glasses, one 
cannot tell whether they are of the natron or plant-ash type. Hence, 
one cannot decide for certain whether they belong to that type of glass 
made in Egypt and elsewhere around the shores of the Mediterranean, or 
whether they belong to the type of glass made, for example, in Iran, 
Mesopotamia, and Central Asia. However, judging solely from the 
decorative motifs on the Famen Temple dishes, which resemble those on 
the plant-ash glasses somewhat more closely than they do those on the 
natron glasses, they seem likely to have been made in the same place as 
the plant-ash type glasses. 

Our chemical analyses of the four plant-ash, scratch-decorated 
glasses are a very close match for our analyses of twenty fragments of 
surface-find glass collected more than ~hirty years ago at Nishapur. 
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The close match is based on the major, minor, and trace component 
oxides. Table 2 shows the seven major and minor components for 
comparison. (The table also shows anal¥ses of seventeen examples of a 
special colorless glass bearing cut decoration, also found at Nishapur.) 
It turns out then that there is good reason to believe that the 
plant-ash, scratch-decorated glasses were made in the environs of 
Nishapur. Hence, by indirect reasonin~, one 4s led to the inference 
that the Famen Temple dishes could also well have been made in or near 
Nishapur. If it ever becomes possible to carry out chemical analyses of 
the Famen Temple dishes -- or any of the other glasses for that matter 

it should be possible to prove or disprove that attribution. 

The scratched decorations on some of the Famen Temple dishes 
contain a carefully-executed floral motif of a plant with five 
spike-like leaves. One wonders if the appearance of this particular 
motif on the dishes might not have some connection with their having 
been placed in the crypt. The leaves have been identified as 
representations of a maple leaf, for which there may be some symbolic 
significance. Although the present authors are by no means authorities 
on the flora of western China or Central Asia, it has occurred to us 
that the leaves also look somewhat like those of cannabis sativa, the 
hemp plant indigenous to Central Asia. Hemp is known to have been used 
in certain parts of the Near East at about the time the blue dishes are 
thought to have been made. Apparently marijuana was mentioned in 
ancient Chinese herbals; and the smoke of the plant is believed to have 
played a part in ancient Scythian rituals. 

We realize that there are arguments against this identification. 
For example, there ,may be other plants which could be represented by the 
same motif. Also, on some of the dishes the plant has a vine-like 
appearance and contains a berry or seed-like appendage. These features 
would havetCi be explained before one accepted the plant's 
identification as cannabis sativa. Neverthel~s, the subject seems 
deserving of further consideration by experts in various fields. 

Incidentally, '. the only other scratch-decorated glass we know of 
that contains the five spike-leafed motif, is a large blue dish in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (no. 40.170.131). That object, which has not 
been analyzed, was excavated at Nishapur. It bears a very close 
physical resemblance to two of the plant-ash type blue dishes analyzed 
for this study (nos. 6349 and 6350). 

Another glass object from the Famen Temple isa fine ewer, which 
appears to be either Sasanian or early Islamic. Its decoration includes 
star-shaped motifs and applied buttons of blue glass. A careful review 
of its parallels should help in assigning a reliable attribution to the 
ewer. In any event, it was almost certainly imported. The same is so 
for a small, heavily weathered vessel with applied zigzag decoration. 
That, it has been suggested, is of an eastern Mediterranean origin, 
dating betwen the end of the fourth century and the early sixth century. 

" In contrast to the imported objects discussed above, some of the 
other FamenTemple glass was surely made nearer by. This applies to 
the two small reliquary bottles found inside a double metal box and to 
what were described to us as "small glass fruits." We have not yet seen 
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these objects, but based on the descriptions, they seem much more likely 
to have been made in China or Central Asia than to have been made in the 
Sasanian or Islamic worlds farther west~ Other such objects have been 
found in western China but few, if any, have been found in "the West". 

There is another interesting aspect to these glass fruits and to 
the delicate, thin-walled vials. It wou.ld have been far easier'to have 
manipulated the small quantities of glass required to make these objects 
at a small "stove", or even by lampworking, than at the glory hole of a 
regular-sized glass furnace .. In fact, they could most easily have been 
blown and worked from the ends of small lengths of glass tubing. If 
this was the case -- which might be verifiable by a microscope 
illvestigation -- it could mark an Asian innovation in glassmaking 
technology. We know of only a few examples in "the West" of lampworked 
glass from Roman times or immediately following. 

All in all, the Famen Temple glass finds are truly noteworthy, not 
only because of the diversity of their origins, but also because of the 
intriguing questions raised by their presence in this crypt and by their 
possible associations with the other finds uncovered there. 

SAMPLE DESCRIPTIONS 

Uncolored glasses 

6340 Thin-walled bottle with long neck. Checkerboard, floral, 
rope, and triangular motifs. Heavily restored. Aqua, 
little or no w. CMG 68.1.1. 

6341 Wall fragment of a large cylindrical cup. Arcade motifs. 
Green, heavily w. CMG 68.1.60. 

6342 Wall fragment. Decoration of u~ertairi nature. 
Colorless, heavily w. CMG 51.1.144 (ex colla RWS). 

6343 Bottom of a plate, with base and pontil mark. Central 
four-lobed floret alternating with three-lobed motifs. 
Colorless, with slight yellowish tinge, lightly w. CMG 
58.1.20 (prob. RWS no. 1218). 

6344 Bottom of a plate. Colorless, moderately pitted. 
Stylized floral motifs. CMG 51.1.143 (ex coil. RWS). 

6345 Fragment of a plate(?). Nishapur. Triangular and rope 
motifs. Colorless, iri. Metropolitan Museum of Art no. 
48.101.278A, The Rogers Fund, 1948. (Provided by 
Carolyn Kane.) 

Blue glasses, CMG, ex coli. R. W. Smith 

6348 Large cylindrical cup. Cross-hatching and geometric 
design. Dk. blue, moderately w. Said to have been 
acquired in Cairo. CMG 55.1.112 (RWS no. 900). 
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6349 Base fragment of a large plate preserving two - (of three?) 
applied feet. Central seven-lobed floret, with hatching, 
and rope motifs. Ok. blu~, moderately w. CMG 55.1.110 
(RWS no. S56). 

6350 Base fragment of a large plate, without feet. Central 
floret of eight spike peta.ls alternating with four-lobed 
blossoms, with hatching, rope, leaves, and pine-cone(?) 
motifs. Dk. blue, moderately w. CMG 55.1.111 (RWS no. 
658; 10395.24). 

6351 Rim and wall fragment of a cylindrical cup. Hatched 
triangles and worm-like motifs. Dk. blue with little or 
no w. CMG 6S.1.59. 

6352 Wall fragment of a 
poss., the body of 
51.1.111. 

bowl(?). Elaborate floral motif and, 
a bird(.?). Dk. blue, lightly w. CMG 

6353 Rim and wall fragment of a bowl(?). Stylized foliage and, 
poss., a bird's head(?). Ok. blue, moderately w. Poss. 
same object as above. CMG 51.1.110. 

6354 Wall fragment. Hatched circles within 
blue, moderately w. CMG 51.1.116. 

a square. Ok . 

6355 Rim and wall fragment. Hatched ellipse within 
pine-tree(?) motif. Ok. blue, moderately w. CMG 
5-1.1.115. 

6356 Rim 
Ok. 

fragment of a bowl(?). Hatched triangles below rim. 
blue, lightly w. CMG 51.1.117A. 

6357 Rim and wall fragment of a 
below rim and tree-like(?) 
VJ. CMG 51.1.119. 

""'.
bowl(?). 
motifs. 

Hatched triangles 
Med. blue, moderately 

635S Wall fragment. Hatched triangles . 
w. CMG 51.1.11SA. 

Med. blue, moderately 

6359 Wall fragment of a 
floral(?) motifs. 
51.1.112. 

bowl(?). Hatching and stylized 
Med. blue, little or no w. CMG 

6360 Rim and wall fragment of a bowl(?). Hatched triangles 
below rim and stylized trees(?) in hatched triangles. 
blue, unusually clear, no w. 
CMG 51.1.113. 

Ok. 

6361 Flaring rim fragment._ Simple triangles above 
vertical motifs. Ok. ,blue, unweathered. CMG 
unaccessioned; RWS(?) no. 121S-3. 

sketchy 
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other colors 

6166 Rilll and wall fragment. Four-lobed floret, with 
hatching. V. pale blue, i~i. CMG unaccessioned; RWS(?) 
no. illegible. 

6367 Wall fragment. Circle within hatched square. Bluish 
green, iri. CMG unaccessioned; RWS(?) no. illegible. 

6368 Rim and wall fragment. Hatched triangles with 
checkerboard and vertical row of circles on wall. Pale 
orangy purple, w. scum. CMG unaccessioned; RWS(?) no. 
1218-2, G 183.1 

6369 Small fragment. Small hatched circles. Orangy purple, 
unweathered. CMG unaccessioned; RWS(?) no. 1218-6. 
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SODA-LIME GLASSES 

Data for 19 scratch-decor&ted Islamic objects 
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Figure 1. Rectangles summarize K20k and HgO* values for several 
hundred ancien~ glasses. Superimposed circles show twenty four 
analyses of nineteen scratch-decorated glasses. 

Table 1. 
Chemical Analyses of Some Scratch-Decorated Glasses 

(Mean Values) 

Natron glasses, 
uncolored 

n = 4 objects 

Natron glasses, 
blue 

" = 11 objects 

Plant-ash 
blue and 

glasses, 
others 

n = 3 objects 

SiO:,." 
Na:.'!O* 
CaO" 
K:,.:O* 
MgO' 
1\.17.0 :.
Fc:,.:O;.« 

69.& % 
16.3 
3.32 
0.50 
0.60 
2.46 
0.131 

69.4 % 
15.5 
9.B9 
0.52 
0.64 
2.37"'*· 
1. 50 

(,5.5 % 
15. -, 
7.97 
2.7S 
].94 
2.43 
1. l~ 

Notes: Reduced compositions for seven major and minor oxides normalized 
to 100%. Results are combined electron microprobe analyses by P. 
Fenn of Corning, Inc. and ICp analyses by B. Rising and R. 
Gonzales of Umpire and Control Services, West Babylon, New York. 
Altogether twenty-four analyses of nineteen glasses were carried 
out. Colorants, decolorizers, and trace elements are not reported 
here but will be included in a forthcoming publication. 

Table 2. 
Chemical Analyses of Some Glass Surface Finds from Nishapur 

(Mean Values) 

Various colored glasses Colorless, cut glasses 
n = 20 samples n = 17 samples 

SiO z * 66.9 % 71.9 % 
Nd.zO* 16.0 12.5 
CaO' 6.97 6.7B 
K;,.O* 2.88 2.35 
MgO' 3.57 5.17 
Al~O~' 2.S5 1.02 
Fe.zO,;,* 1.15 0.29 

Notes: Atomic absorption analyses by B. Rising and R. Gonzales of 
Ompire and Control Services, West Babylon, New York. Complete 
analyses will be reported in a forthcoming pUblication. 
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