Inlaid Work

Inlaid work is one of the valuable eastern arts. Not much is known about the past history of inlaid work, because its raw materials are mostly glue and wood which get destroyed with the passage of time. 
Mohammad Sattari’s “Traditional Arts of Iran: Inlaid Work“ familiarizes readers with the art of inlaid work.

Historical Record
The earliest extant specimens of inlaid work  in Iran have an antiquity of 200 to 300 years. The oldest specimen of inlaid work obtained so far belongs to the Safavid rule. This piece of craftsmanship is related to the tomb of Shah Nematollah Vali in Mahan, Kerman Province. 
Inlaid work is also done in other countries such as India, Syria, Iraq and Palestine, but its antiquity, quality and delicacy are inferior to the inlaid work in Iran. Iranian inlaid work is always held in high esteem in international fairs. 
It would not be an exaggeration to say that the most important center of inlaid work in the world today is Iran. 
Various kinds of high quality Iranian inlaid work are found in different museums of the world; for example, an inlaid chess board is kept in Benaki Museum in Athens. It is one of the best samples of inlaid work from the Safavid era. 
Inlaid work is believed to have originated in Shiraz. Perhaps the best example of this art at present is the inlaid table which won the gold medal in the world exhibition of Brussels in 1958. 
The artists of this craft have built up and created a room in Marmar Palace in Tehran with doors, ceiling, tables, chairs and other pieces of furniture entirely made of inlaid work. Interesting examples of inlaid work are also to be found in Golestan Palace and the former National Consultative Assembly.

Unchanged
Various kinds of wood, ivory, bone, brass and sometimes gold and silver are used in inlaid work. The general form of most works consists of geometrical designs. First, the wood, bone or metal pieces are cut into prisms with triangular bases and are placed in such a way that their cross-sections have regular geometric forms. Then the cut pieces are put side by side on a thin sheet of wood and glued together. Then the sheet is placed on various objects such as table, chair, box, borders of tableaus, etc. 
As a rule, inlaid works are designed in geometric shapes. Recently, works have also been produced in which words such as God’s names appear as designs. 
In the more expensive examples, the metal parts are formed of gold and silver, and ivory is used instead of bone. The best quality inlaid work is a kind which is called “Parreh Varu“ (inverted wing or nose or blade) and another kind usually known as “stringed.“ 
This art has remained unchanged for the past 200 years, and the old and contemporary specimens are not much different. Not many changes have taken place in the materials. 
Working instruments are more advanced to a certain degree in some cases; for example, electric saw is used instead of manual saw. 

Materials 
(1) Wood: This is divided into three groups from the viewpoint of color 
(a) Betelnut or areca-nut, which is dark brown, is obtained from India and very durable. 
(b) Logwood, which is brownish red color, is very strong, durable and found in India. 
(2) Metal: The golden color metal used in inlaid work is brass. Formerly, silver and/or gold wires were used. At present, copper, brass or aluminum are also used. 
(3) Bone: The bone of the legs of a camel or a horse is usually used. Because of its prohibitive cost, artificial bone is also used. 
(4) Green Color: The color is obtained by mixing copper filings, vinegar and ammonium chloride. The cut pieces of bone are put in a vessel containing the color solution and exposed to sunlight for six months. After this period, the bone turns green. 
Since it is difficult to obtain the bone of the camel and also because the period of six months is a long time, orange wood is used instead of bone. 

Finishing Touch 
The back of inlaid pieces are glued and stuck on the work surface. When the whole surface of the object in question is covered by the inlaid work, it will be smoothed and leveled by a mixture of bone powder and glue. Then the inlaid work will be polished by means of various files. 
In the past, inlaid work used to be covered by varnish or ’sandalus’ to protect it. Sandalus is obtained from pine tree and is inflammable. This substance lasts for 10 to 12 years in arid regions. 
Earlier, Hamilux oil was used, but this oil evaporated from the work surface. Today, polyester is used for protection, and its manufacturers say the oily substance is very durable. Polyester is applied on the work surface by means of a pump or pen, and like a glass layer covers and encompasses the inlaid work. It is anti-moisture and can withstand harsh climatic conditions.
Besides Iran, inlaid work is also produced in China, Japan, India, and Pakistan. Although these countries have a long record, the Iranian inlaid work is unique in terms of design, construction and elegance. 

