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CHINESE POTTERY IN MEDIEVAL ARMENIA

Francesca Cheli

Thanks to its geographical location, Armenia has
long been a hub for Eurasian trade along the east—west
and north—south axes of the Silk Roads. This connec-
tivity is made evident not only by the country’s cultural
and architectural productions but also by the imported
artefacts uncovered during archaeological excavations,
including precious ceramics from China.

Among them are porcelain and celadon, spanning
a broad chronological range, from the late 9th-10th
centuries to the 17th century. Highly prized in Chinese
imperial courts, these pieces were appreciated outside of
Asia as well. Their prestige was mainly due to unique raw
materials and the sophisticated techniques implemented
during production: they were fired at a very high tem-
perature and shaped with ceramic pastes that allowed
the fabrication of hard, dense, and compact bodies.
This innovative savoir-faire largely contributed to the
circulation of ceramics in Islamic and Christian Eurasia.

In Armenia, Chinese ceramics have been found
in medieval royal palaces, fortified sites, monasteries,
towns, and caravanserais (Map 3a). The oldest exam-
ples come from Ani, located in present-day eastern
Turkey, near the Armenian border. Between 961 and
1045, Ani was the capital of the Armenian Bagratid
kingdom and a thriving commercial and cultural
centre. The city’s position on a secondary branch of
the Silk Roads, linking Iran with the Black Sea via
Dvin and Trebizond, secured its prosperity during
the Bagratid and post-Bagratid periods. Long-range

3a.  Sites of Chinese pottery finds in Armenia.
Map: Francesca Cheli.

3b.  Porcelain bowl from the Bagratid Palace of Ani.

Cat.n°3

commercial exchanges resulted in the circulation of
objects such as a small six-lobed white porcelain bowl
from northern China (Fig. 36) and a celadon plate with
incised decoration from the Yue kilns in Zhejiang,
southern China (Fig. 3¢), both of which were found in
the royal palace of Ani during excavations conducted
by Nikolai Marr in 1907-1908.

At the end of the 20th century, five intact cobalt
blue decorated porcelain bowls were found in the mo-
nastic complex of Gndevank’, one of which bears the
mark of Ming Emperor Chenghua (r. 1464-1487) (Fig.
3d). The cobalt blue pigment used for the decoration
of this bowl was initially imported from Iran—even if
the production of such porcelain objects is associated
with China. Although there were brief experiments
during the Tang period, the major development of
blue-and-white porcelain took place in the 14th century
under the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271-1368), with
Jingdezhen emerging as the main production centre.
Its global success reached its peak under the Ming dy-
nasty (1368-1644), when it came to dominate overseas
markets.

Chinese porcelain, celadon, and other luxury goods
of outstanding technological quality found in medieval
Armenian sites reflect the prosperity of local cities, as
well as the long-distance economic and social contacts
that sustained them. More than prestigious objects,
they are silent witnesses to the material entanglements
that connected Armenia to the wider medieval world.

Yerevan, History Museum of Armenia, Inv. no. 123-772. Photographic credit: Elisa Pruno, UniFi archaeological mission
archive. Used with permission _from the History Museum of Armenia.

3c.  Celadon plate sherd from Ani.

Yerevan, History Museum of Armenia, Inv. no. 123-374a. Photographic credit: Elisa Pruno, UniFi archaeological mission
archive. Used with permission _from the History Museum of Armenia.
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3d.  Blue-and-white porcelain, bearing the mark of the Ming Emperor Chenghua (r. 1464-1487), found at
the Monastery of Gndevank".

Yerevan, Service for the Protection of Historical Environment, Museums, and Nature Reserves, Inv. no. 39 26 < 26/41.
Photographic credit: Service for the Protection of Historical Environment, Museums, and Nature Reserves.




he catalogue presents 27 case studies that

bear witness to cultural interactions in and
around medieval Armenia. These testimonies
come from multiple sources: small pieces of
pottery and coins; majestic monuments and
abandoned ruins; legendary narratives and visual
arts; historiographical and juridical texts; lapidary
inscriptions and handwritten manuscripts; and
even tiny marginal notes that were intentionally
erased in medieval times. Collectively, these
sources and artefacts narrate a story of medieval
Armenia and Armenians that spans a multitude
of interconnections across Eurasia.
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