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A Unique Silver-Stained Glass Vessel
from Eighth- to Ninth-Century Saqunda (Cordoba)

The glass finds recovered from the excavations
of the old suburb of Saqunda in Cordoba are pre-
cisely dated from the mid-eighth century to 818
C.E.! From their compositional analysis, we can
glean significant insights into the transformational
period in glassmaking following the Islamic con-
quest of the Mediterranean.2 The data revealed
extensive recycling of natron-type glass and the
importation of a few finished objects, including
Islamic natron glasses from Egypt (Egypt 1 and 2)
and Mesopotamian plant-ash glasses. The short-
ages of fresh glass supplies appear to have led to
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in Umayyad Cérdoba (750-818 AD),” in Entre civitas y madina:
El mundo de las ciudades en la Peninsula Ibérica y en el norte

the development of a local lead glass production,
using lead slag from nearby silver or lead mines.?

Among the finds from Saqunda is a stained glass
(luster) fragment (MIR 051) exhibiting compo-
sitional features similar to those of the composi-
tional group Egypt 2, dated from the last quarter
of the eighth century to the second half of the
ninth century C.E.# It has an exceptionally low
alumina concentration (Al,O; < 1.5%), a relatively
low strontium to lime ratio, and elevated titanium
and zirconium contents (Table 1). The decoration
consists of silver staining that was applied to the

de Africa (siglos IV-IX), cd. Sabine Panzram and Laurent Calle-
garin, Collection de la Casa de Velazquez, v. 167, Madrid: Casa
de Velazquez, 2018, pp. 119-132.

2. Nadinc Schibille and others, “Ex novo development of
lead glassmaking in carly Umayyad Spain,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America,
June 22, 2020, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2003440117 (ac-
cessed July 3, 2020).

3. Ibid.

4. Nadinc Schibille and others, “Chronology of Early Islamic
Glass Compositions from Egypt,” Journal of Archaeological
Science, v. 104, Apnil 2019, pp. 10-18.



TABLE 1

Average LA-ICP-MS Data of the Stained Glass Fragment MIR 051
(Base Glass and Silver Stain)

wt % ppm

Na,O | MgO | ALLO, SiO,  P,0; | Cl | K,0 | CaO | TiO, | MnO | Fe,0, | Cu Zn | Sr | Zr | Ag
MIR 051 | 18.0 | 0.43 | 1.48 724 | 0.09 | 1.25 | 0.31 | 473 | 0.31 | 0.02 | 0.79 | 2.99 167 | 114 | 264 | 0.08
(n=9)
o 0.1 | 0.01 | 0.07 | 0.2 0.00  0.02 | 0.00  0.10 | 0.00 | 0.00 0.01 | 0.06 04 2 36| 0.01
staining | 1.99 | 0.53 | 1.83 | 86.0  0.12 | 1.26 | 0.21 H 6.59 | 0.36 | 0.02 | 096 | 13.9 | 22.0 K 139 | 332 | 93.3
(n=3)
¢ 0.30 | 0.01 | 0.02 | 1.2 | 0.00 | 0.05 | 0.03 | 1.32 | 0.01 | 0.00 | 0.00 | 3.9 1.1 2 1129

=

FIG. 1. Photograph and drawing of the stained glass fragment MIR 051.

surface and fired so that the silver pigment is inte-
grated into the glass matrix.

This stained fragment from Saqunda is of major
historical interest, both because it is the earliest
well-dated example of a silver-stained glass object
in al-Andalus and because of its Arabic inscription.
The fragment is the rim of a colorless bowl or
beaker (Diam. about 12 c¢m, circumference about
37 cm) (Fig. 1).5 It is decorated with vegetal motifs
and an Arabic inscription in austere Kufic® that
would have run around the entire circumference
of the vessel rim. The graphic sequence can be in-
terpreted as “. . . [« sal/abaw al/] e [WNI] L7
(the hayib [chamberlain]. That which [he ordered
to make/he ordered]). A close parallel to this ves-
sel, which has a slightly different rim but similar
dimensions and chronology and exhibits the same
formula (4! L), was found at Fustat.” The inscrip-
tion appears to commemorate the commissioning

of the object by a “hayib” whose name has not
been preserved. This formula is very common at
nearby Madinat al-Zahra’ in the 10th century, in
architectural decorations such as friezes, capitals,
bases, and small arches; it is also found on luxuri-
ous objects. The formula, in fact, reproduces that
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used in inscriptions by the Umayyads in Syria® and
by the Abbasids and Fatimids in Ifrigiya.® In al-
Andalus, the nomination of hiyaba is known from
the time of ‘Abd al-Rahman I (r. 756-788), but in
epigraphy the title of hayib has been documented
only since the 10th century.!® The epigraphic evi-
dence therefore suggests that this stained glass ob-
ject was imported from the Islamic east, possibly
from Syria or Egypt.

Similar conclusions can be drawn from the stain-
ing technique. Silver staining is believed to have
originated in Roman Egypt,!! and examples have
been recorded from eighth-century Syria, Jordan,!2
Israel,”® and Egypt.'* Some of the earliest silver-
stained epigraphic fragments from the Islamic pe-
riod were retrieved from Fustat with a Coptic in-
scription dated to 779 C.E., and from Damascus
with an Arabic inscription dated to 786 C.E.”* As
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In contrast, the base-glass composition of sample
MIR 051 is broadly compatible with that of com-
parable objects. The earlier examples of Islamic
stained glasses, dating to the eighth and ninth
centuries in Fustat, Tebtunis, and Raya, are also
natron glasses of the primary glass group Egypt 2.2
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with base glasses originating from the Levant is less
abundant, with exceptions from Raya (group N1)2
and Apamea.?? Later examples were typically made
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soda-rich plant-ash glassmaking technology in the
9th and 10th centuries.?* The appearance of this
remarkable object of Egyptian origin with Arab
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in Iberia and those of the Abbasid caliphate in the
eastern Mediterranean.
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