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1. Introduction

Jewelry and ornaments have long been integral to human culture and identity. The
inclination toward beauty and adornment is an inherent and ancient impulse,
traceable to prehistory. Archaeological evidence shows that early humans produced
simple ornaments—such as necklaces and bracelets—from naturally available
materials. Over time, this practice evolved and, through increasingly diverse
techniques, achieved greater sophistication and technical precision.

Among these techniques, inlaying—placing semi-precious or precious stones onto a
metal surface—enhances both the material value and visual appeal of an object.
Originating and spreading through cultural exchange, it was notably employed in
Egypt and Mesopotamia, as evidenced by rich inlaid ornaments such as those from
the tombs of Assyrian queens.

In Iran, the roots of inlaying appear in objects from Jiroft (third millennium BCE),
while the earliest definite inlaid jewelry belongs to the Neo-Elamite period. Its fully
developed forms can be studied in Achaemenid works. The famous bracelet from
the Oxus Treasure, with coloured stones set into a gold base, is a distinguished
example, and the frequent use of inlaying in Achaemenid artifacts underscores its
importance in courtly jewelry.

Today, stone-setting remains common in the jewelry industry. The tools used are
still often simple and traditional, and despite technological advances, they retain
their basic historical character. However, the precise techniques used in antiquity
remain unclear. Questions such as the specific sources of Achaemenid inlaying
methods and the detailed procedures employed are still unanswered. Further
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research is therefore required to clarify the origins, development, and technical
processes of this art.

2. Literature Review

Previous studies on inlaid jewellery and related metalwork have primarily examined
the subject from art-historical and archaeological perspectives, with comparatively
limited attention to technical aspects. Dalton’s pioneering studies trace the history of
inlaid jewellery, suggesting Africa and Asia as probable regions of origin and later
offering a detailed account of the inlaid objects in the Oxus Treasure (Dalton, 1902,
p- 9; 1905, p. 24). Harper’s work on the Achaemenid coffin from Susa highlights the
use of gold soldering and metal-joining techniques and links the origins of such
methods to Egypt, while also noting the widespread use of inlaying in Assyria
(Harper, 1992, p. 242). John Curtis offers a broad survey of Achaemenid personal
ornaments, identifying inlaying as a key artistic feature, tracing its roots to Egypt,
and further analysing the inlaid armlets and necklaces of the Oxus Treasure (Curtis,
2013, p. 282; 2012, p. 36).Frank constance’s study of the inlaid objects from the
Achaemenid burial at Susa situates them within wider metalworking traditions
among Medes, Egyptians, Scythians, Lydians and Armenians, while comparing
them with other Achaemenid jewellery (Frank, 2013, p. 350).

Despite this substantial body of work, detailed information on the construction of
inlaid objects—especially the methods of mounting stones and the technical
procedures involved—remains limited. P. R. S. Moorey is among the few scholars to
address the material aspects of Achaemenid polychrome jewellery, including
inlaying (Moorey, 1998, p. 160). Although no dedicated study has yet analysed the
adhesives used specifically in Achaemenid jewellery, research on ancient adhesives
provides useful comparative data: M. Regert’s investigations identify birch bark tar
as one of the earliest and most widespread adhesives (Regert, 2005, p. 245), and
Zuzana Cilova’s work on La Téne jewellery likewise recognises birch bark tar as the
earliest plausible binding material employed in stone-setting (Cilova, 2024, p. 60).
Taken together, these studies provide a useful background, but they also show that
more detailed technical work is still needed. This article looks at the material from a
new angle, focusing on abstraction and generalisation, and aims to open a fresh path
in the study of Achaemenid inlay art.

3. Methodology

This study is fundamental in nature and adopts a descriptive—analytical approach.
Data have been collected through a combination of library-based research and
fieldwork. The field component includes visits to contemporary inlay workshops
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where craftsmen still produce objects using traditional techniques. During these
visits, the practical observations and technical knowledge of the master craftsmen
were systematically recorded.

In addition to published scholarship, further data were obtained by consulting the
online collections of major museums, including the Louvre, the Hermitage, and the
British Museum. The inlaid objects preserved in these institutions were examined—
through their catalogues, images, and available technical reports—to complement
the literary sources and to provide a broader comparative corpus for the analysis.

4. Conclusion

This study explores inlaid jewellery of the Achaemenid period as a key expression
of ancient Iranian goldsmithing, where aesthetics, metal technology, and wide-
ranging cultural influences intersect. By analysing a small corpus of surviving inlaid
armlets, necklaces, and earrings, the research identifies two main stone-setting
methods: mechanical fixing through bending metal over the stone, and the use of
adhesive materials, particularly in delicate pieces.

Stylistically, Achaemenid inlay work follows recognisable patterns and, although its
roots have been linked to earlier traditions such as Egypt and Assyria, the technique
achieved a high level of technical and aesthetic refinement under the Achaemenids,
forming a distinctive imperial style with mythical, geometric, and royal motifs.
Comparative analysis with Egyptian, Assyrian, and Elamite examples indicates
broad artistic interaction across the empire.

Overall, the research clarifies aspects of Achaemenid inlay technology and style,
while emphasising that, due to the limited number of surviving objects and textual
sources, further interdisciplinary, laboratory-based, and comparative studies are still
needed.

Keywords: Achaemenid Period, Inlay Work, Jewelry, Metalwork, Iranian art,
Stone-Setting
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