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Abstract

The tradition of statue-making in Iran emerged alongside the earliest phases of civiliza-
tion in the region. Figurine vessels represent a luxurious artistic genre that, while aes-
thetically sophisticated, were also functional and produced in diverse forms—including
human, animal, bird, and composite figures such as harpies. Among these, harpy-shaped
figurine vessels hold a distinctive position due to their rarity, hybrid human-animal com-
position, and their refined formal structure. With the advent of Islam in Iran and the
development of golden lustre glaze, this radiant glaze—with its golden sheen—was in-
corporated into pottery, including figurines. This innovation culminated in the creation
of exceptional golden figurines during the Ilkhanid era, which remain highly valued to-
day. This study investigates the morphological and formal characteristics of golden fig-
urines created in the form of harpies during the Ilkhanid period. It seeks to answer the
following questions: What morphological features characterize Ilkhanid golden harpy
figurines? And what formal structure and mold types define these figurine vessels? To
address these questions, the study first introduces the extant harpy-shaped golden fig-
urines from the Ilkhanid era. It then analyzes their form and structure to identify their
principal morphological features.
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1. Introduction

Sculpture is commonly defined as the
process of shaping solid materials or
creating three-dimensional forms repre-
senting a living being, plant, or symbolic
subject. The art of sculpture in Iran orig-
inated almost concurrently with the rise
of civilization in the region. Among its
earliest known examples is the clay fig-
ure of the fertility goddess from Kerman-
shah, dating to the seventh millennium
BCE, which attests to the antiquity of this
artistic tradition. Over time, artists be-
gan producing utilitarian objects—par-
ticularly containers—in sculptural forms
that combined functionality with decora-
tive purpose. The earliest and most com-
mon of these sculptural vessels featured
mouth-like spouts and were likely used
in prehistoric ritual contexts, including
funerary practices. Following the arriv-
al of Islam, Iranian artisans increasingly
transformed functional vessels into fig-
urines by emphasizing their aesthetic
dimensions. The development and flour-
ishing of golden lustre glaze, particular-
ly during the Ilkhanid era, introduced a
brilliant decorative medium to figurine
vessels, enhancing their beauty and del-
icacy. This research aims to address two
central questions: (1) What morpholog-
ical characteristics are evident in Ilkha-
nid-era golden figurine vessels shaped
as harpies? (2) What formal and mold
structures define these vessels? In addi-
tion to introducing the most notable II-
khanid golden harpy figurines, the study
analyzes their formal and morphological
attributes and identifies the dominant
structural features. Preliminary findings
suggest that proportionality aligned with
functional needs, structural logic, and the
combination of geometric components
constitute the key morphological char-
acteristics of Ilkhanid golden harpy fig-
urines. Their mold structure is predom-
inantly circular or cylindrical.

2. Literature Review

Despite their artistic significance, out-
standing ceramic works—particularly II-
khanid lustreware masterpieces—have
not received sufficient scholarly attention.
Within this corpus, golden lustreware fig-
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urines of the Ilkhanid era remain especial-
ly understudied.

Among Iranian scholars, Dr. Shaban Ali
Ghorbani’s doctoral dissertation, History
and Design of Iranian Sculptural Ceram-
ics from Prehistory to the Present (2016),
stands out. Ghorbani examines the exten-
sive history of [ranian sculptural ceramics
and discusses the origins and functions of
figurines. His principal focus, however, is
the Seljuk period, leaving a noticeable gap
concerning Ilkhanid lustreware figurines
and their morphological characteristics.
Although he introduces vessels shaped as
human, animal, harpy, and bird figures,
he does not explore their morphology in
depth. Another relevant study is by Onur-
can Erdal of the Ceramic Design Depart-
ment, Selcuk University, whose master’s
thesis, Evaluation of Ceramic Types of the
Seljuk Period in Terms of Design (2024),
analyzes Seljuk ceramics—especially
those from Anatolia—through the lens of
design and production. While Erdal also
references golden figurines, he does not
examine their formal or morphological
structure. The present study distinguish-
es itself by offering a focused and de-
tailed examination of the morphological
features of Ilkhanid golden figurines, par-
ticularly those with harpy forms.

3. Research Methodology

This article is fundamental in nature and
employs a qualitative, descriptive-analyt-
ical research method. Field observations
and library research, supplemented by
consultation of reputable domestic and
international databases—including mu-
seum collections—form the basis of data
collection.

The study selects the most significant
examples of Ilkhanid golden harpy figu-
rines based on criteria such as authentic-
ity, dating, completeness of motifs, formal
structure, and accessibility. Harpy-shaped
golden lustreware vessels are exceeding-
ly rare; only three major examples are
known from the Ilkhanid period:

1.A human-bird harpy at the National Mu-
seum of Iran

2.A human-bird harpy at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art

3.A human-lion (sphinx) harpy formerly
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at Sotheby’s
These examples constitute the research
corpus.

4. Findings

Structural features refer to the character-
istics directly associated with the form
and construction quality of the works.
Museum records indicate that har-
py-shaped vessels primarily functioned
as water containers. Their striking visual
components stimulate the viewer’s aes-
thetic appreciation, while the vessels also
served practical purposes, such as pour-
ing liquids or holding flowers. Within the
study sample, the Metropolitan Museum
harpy is distinguished as the tallest and
longest example and is recognized as the
largest known golden harpy vessel. None
of the surviving golden harpy figurines
bear inscriptions. Instead, they feature
abundant vegetal and geometric motifs
rendered in a flattened, linear style. De-
spite their impressive craftsmanship, the
external condition of the vessels varies:
the National Museum harpy shows minor
restorations; the Metropolitan harpy dis-
plays extensive fading; and the Sotheby’s
example exhibits deterioration in both
glaze and motifs. Each vessel possesses
a single opening for the passage of lig-
uids, located at the top of the human fig-
ure, functioning as a crown-shaped spout
with cylindrical form and ornate motifs.
Facial features—including eyes, eye-
brows, and nose—are rendered similarly
across the corpus: flat, painted eyes and
eyebrows; a prominent, solid nose; and
no visible ears, likely concealed beneath
stylized hair. The National Museum harpy
lacks bird legs and is executed on a single
cross-sectional base, whereas the Metro-
politan harpy features large cylindrical
legs terminating in stylized bird claws.
The Sotheby’s harpy, with its lion’s body,
includes inverted U-shaped legs as well
as tubular arms ending in claw-like boots.
Handles appear on the National Museum
and Sotheby’s harpies, both composed
of four interconnected spiral forms ex-
tending from the body to the back of the
crown. The Metropolitan example is the
only one without a handle. Hair is gener-
ally represented in flat, continuous mass-

es without separation between strands,
except in the Metropolitan example,
which features three prominent, sculpted
locks on each side of the face. The bases
on which the vessels rest vary: rectangu-
lar in the Metropolitan and Sotheby’s ex-
amples, and cup-shaped in the National
Museum example.

5. Conclusion

Harpies—mythical beings combining hu-
man and animal (bird or lion) forms—
have a long-standing presence in ancient
art. During the Ilkhanid period, artisans
created exceptionally refined golden fig-
urines, among which harpy-shaped ex-
amples, incorporating two simultaneous
figure types, hold a special place. Their
sculptural quality is immediately appar-
ent, yet they also functioned as utilitarian
vessels for serving liquids or holding flow-
ers. Ilkhanid golden harpy figurines uni-
formly feature a single cylindrical opening,
shaped as the crown of the human figure
and decorated with vegetal and geometric
motifs. The relatively large opening sug-
gests practical use in pouring or arranging
flowers. Handles—typically formed from
spiral components—appear on some ex-
amples, though the Metropolitan harpy
lacks one. Morphological consistency is
observed across the examples in the de-
piction of eyes, eyebrows, nose, wings,
and hair. Only the Metropolitan harpy di-
verges slightly, with sculpted, three-strand
hair incorporating snake-like ornamental
forms.

As showcases for ornate motifs, these
harpies demonstrate rigorous attention
to proportion, structure, and formal com-
position. They bear no inscriptions, rely-
ing instead on their form and decorative
program. Most rest on rectangular bas-
es, while the National Museum example
uniquely rests on a cup-shaped base.
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