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CHAPTER - III

CLAY OBJECTS

Introduction

The early man found backed utensils suitable and durable to store food grains,
milk, water and other eatables. These fire proof, water proof and hard containers led
to another everlasting invention of making pottery. There is an ample evidence to
prove it. It is a well known fact that the pottery made in the Harappa culture (¢ 2600-
2400 BCE) was of superior quality. The invention of pottery and its perfection
brought several social and cultural changes in the living of the early man. The art of
making pottery also gives clues of the early man’s skill and artistic taste (Sharma, J.
S. 1978 :16-17). Clay is the most basic element and in the remote past, man loved to
make figures of clay. It was not only easily available but also lent itself to any shape
and hence served as a good and versatile medium for artistic expression through the
ages. Clay art has rightly been called the poor man’s art as it did not involve
expensive raw materials or elaborate rules and regulations. But raw clay was fragile
and would not last long. The discovery of baking clay provided permanency to the
clay objects. In the course of time, it became a specialised craft of the potter to fulfil
the demands not only of the village folk but also the urban centres (Raman, K.V. 2006
: 90). For the convenience of study, the clay objects are divided into two categories. In
the first category utilitarian ware or pots and pans are discussed under pottery. Other

baked clay objects are discussed under Terracotta objects.
Pottery

Ancient pottery has been the yardstick of archaeological studies. It is one of
the important Archaeological sources of information. Pottery is called as
alphabetical of Archaeology providing rich data for an understanding of the past
cultures. It is an important source for the study of ancient society and history. It helps
one to build up the sequence of cultures and reconstruct the material culture of the

ancient people. The first ceramic art was invented during the Late Stone Age of the
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Microlithic period. The value of pottery for studying the culture of particular groups
of people in a particular region and in a particular period is considerable. Potteries
used in each period should be described in terms of their colour, techniques of
manufacture and typology (Table 5). The high quality of pottery would imply the
social status of the person using it. The richness of the pottery is judged by its fabric,
polish, glazing, slips, paintings and decorative designs. It reflects the economic
conditions and the aesthetic tastes of the people who used it (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :1-
6). Since pottery differs in style, shape, size, colour etc., and changes from region to
region and age to age, it serves as an important criterion for identifying cultures
possessing different traits and tracing out extraneous influences (Gurumurthy, S. 1980
:91). Pottery making was another major industry. Potters used wheels for
manufacturing vessels such as pots, bowls, Plates, jars and cups. Lamps having
various facets, smoking pipes, coin mould, crucibles and terracotta images and the
ornaments like ear lobes and beads were also their products. It seems that they had
followed different techniques for manufacturing Black and Red ware, Black Polished
ware, Russet Coated ware, Burnished ware etc. Potters were artists too. They
visualised the images of Gods, Goddesses, human beings, animals and birds, and
produced excellent specimens of them in different postures (Natana Kasinathan. 1997
:17). The study of pottery is of great importance as there is a paucity of datable
antiquities like coins in the cultural deposits of the Early Historic period. It is
interesting to note that the Pallava and post- Pallava sculptures from Mahabalipuram
to Kanchipuram contain some vessel types. These types themselves, however, are not
helpful for a study of the earthen ware vessel of the earlier period. Pottery may also
throw some glimpses into the socio-economic and religious conditions of the

contemporary period (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :1-6).
Typology of Pottery

Classification of ceramics depends on knowledge of their attributes such as
shape, texture, and design that are readily identified visually by an archaeologist. But
there are other qualities whose presence may be equally valuable for identification.
Among these are the way pots were made firing conditions, nature of the paste or glaze

used, and other surface finishing. Such data may help to distinguish among wares at one

81



site or to determine the place where the pottery was made. The various type of vessels
mentioned in Tamil literature such as Mandai (eating bowl), Mida (cooking vessel),
Pandil (circuled shaped vessel), Pil (Plate or bowl), Mudi (id), Vattu (circulated
mouthed wine jar), which may be compared with the Roman Amphorae jar Katchadi
(jar with toddy), Tasumbu (pot with toddy), Vattikai (round Plates), Vallam (vessel with
circular opening), Idinjil (a vessel), Jadi (jar with imported wine), Kadinjar (begging
bowl), Kulisi (pot with ballot paper), Tali, Mudumakkal tali, (burial urn) etc., are some
of the terms occurring in the Sangam literature which attest to the flourishing state of

ceramic industries. The potter is referred to in as Kuyavan (Gurumurthy, S. 1976 :162).
Technology
Preparation of Clay

The clay is obtained from the dry beds of lakes or tanks or from the deposits
on the river banks. The area for collecting the clay has to be carefully chosen by the
potter. The clay is removed in lumps and brought to his workshop. If the clay
intended for making vessels in devoid of impurities and possesses fine plasticity, the

vessels made out of it will be of a better quality.
Preparation of Slip

Slip is a thick paste of fine clay. It may be the same clay which the potter uses
for making vessels. Red slip is prepared from red ochre and the black slip from
charred carboniferous material. When the pot is in leather-hard condition the slip is
applied evenly and gently on the outer side and the inner portion of the rim. Then
immediately, it is rubbed smoothly by a piece of thick cloth. The rubbing gives
smoothness and brightness to the surface after firing. The application of the slip and
rubbing process completely change the appearance of the pot and fill up the minute
cavities. It forms a sort of coating to cover the rough surface. Red and yellow slip
materials have been obtained from the excavations at Kanchipuram period 1. They are
in the form of tablets measures 7 x 5 x 0.5cm. The material seems to be a kind of low

fusing white China clay locally called as namakkatti. Its plasticity and softness make
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possible intricate designs. The thickness of the slip may depend upon the nature of the
slip material and the body clay of the vessel.

Surface Treatment

In this process of burnishing, there are two stages. When the vessel is on the
rotating wheel, the potter dips a piece of thick cloth into a solution of clay and applied
the same on the neck and the portion just below the neck, so that it may give a soft
and glossy look to the vessel, when it is dried and fired. This method of application
of the clay solutions in still in vogue in Tamilnadu. The vessel is then allowed to dry
in a shady place for one or two days. After that actual process of burnishing takes
place. The vessel is rubbed by a glass piece of oval shape or by a thick piece of cloth,
dipped in to a clayey solution. Sometimes a few drops of coconut oil are poured on
the vessel and then rubbing takes place. The bottom and interior portions are not
generally subjected to burnishing. In ancient times, it seems that the potter used small
terracotta tablets, or steatite pieces or round pebbles for purposes of burnishing as
suggested by the discovery of the same in the excavation at Uraiyur and Kanchipuram

in considerable numbers.

Wash

When the vessel is completely dry it outer surface and the interior of the rim are
smeared with a diluted solutions of red ochre. Sometimes a piece of cloth is dipped
into the solution and the same is applied to the vessel. After the vessel is fired, the
surfaces become red matt. Traces of wash of red ochre are seen on most of the red
ware sherds of unslipped variety from sites like, Tirukkampuliyur, Alagarai, Uraiyur
and Kanchipuram (Gurumurthy, S. 1980 :97-98).

Firing Techniques

The final stage of the pot-making process is the firing or the baking of the
modelled clay. Two types of processes, eg., oxidizing and reduced firing were
prevalent during the ancient times. In both of the cases, the nature of the kilns remains
the same. Generally shallow pit or in the open space of workshop serves as the kiln. In

the kiln, the pots meant for firing are piled up in rows lying one upon another. In
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between the fuel in the form of husk, straw or cow dung cake layers are lain. The
arranged kiln is then covered by a thin plaster of light fuel and set on fire. The flames
in this case come into contact with the pots directly. Due to the open nature of the
kiln, the gases produced in this case are in constant receipt of the oxygen. As a result
of this, the iron particles in the clay turned red after the full firing duration of four to
six hours. All the Red wares of the present and ancient times are the products of this
firing process. It is interesting to note the other method of baking is known as
“closed kiln” firing or reducing process. In this case, though the kiln is arranged in
the similar way, as has been mentioned above, the kiln is covered by thick coat as to
reduce the entrance of oxygen to the minimum. Smoke is produced during the firing
process by throwing husk, cattle dung, etc. Besides, after some time, the outer surface
of the kiln is covered by thick clay paste or wet ash. Due to the lack of the oxygen
intake, the metal particles in the clay objects are subdued and the pots become black.
All the Grey and Black wares of the Early Historical period of the Indian sub-
continent had undergone this process of firing. A combination of both these
techniques of firing can be seen in the case of Black and Red ware. Instead of placing
pots individually over the layer of fuel, these are inserted in one and other in rows
before putting in the open kiln with the result that the inserted portion of the pots in
the lack of the receipt of oxygen, turns black or smoky while the outer portion bakes
in bright red colour. This process is referred to in archaeology as “ inverted firing
method”. If bigger vessels are to be baked, husk is also put inside. This method of
open kiln has been invariably followed for producing Red ware. For vessels of black
surface, they have to be baked in a closed kiln. The quantity of fuel inside the kiln
should be slightly more than the minimum required so that sufficient smoke can be
produced inside the kiln. Black and Red ware pottery of Kanchipuram was fired up to
500-600 o C (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :34, 256,268).

The Early Historic period stands for the late Iron Age and pre-Pallava period in
south India. But in Tamil country it is the last phase of the Sangam Age. The culture
may be characterised by the Russet Coated Painted pottery. At Kanchipuram,
excavated by the University of Madras, results at lower levels were disappointing and
did not even yield Russet Coated Painted ware. But there are some locally made

imitations of Roman amphorae (wine jars) and some interesting terracotta figurines.
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Clarence Maloney often trust if this was a city of the Sangam period excavators
have not struck the right location (Clarence Maloney. 1976 :14). The ceramic
industries of the Early Historic period include some new interesting types of fabric
besides those of Iron Age (Table 6). The period also witnessed the importation of
Roman pottery like Arretine ware, Rouletted ware, Red polished ware besides
Amphorae jars. The local pottery of the period includes the plain Black and Red ware
and all Black ware of the Iron Age, Russet Coated and Painted Black and Red ware
and Red ware, Red Slipped ware, Orange Slipped ware and fine Grey ware. There
are other categories of pottery like Coarse Red ware, Coarse Black ware, Double
Slipped ware, etc. An inscribed potsherds have been reported from a number of sites

particularly in Tamilnadu during this period (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :129).

The excavation at Kanchipuram brought to light varieties of ceramic industry
both local and foreign (Table 6). These varieties can be fixed into a chronological
sequence of region. Except for a few varieties, the entire range is seemingly wheel
turned method. The different ceramic traditions noticed at Kanchipuram include
Black and Red ware, Black Slipped ware, Russet Coated and Painted ware. Besides,
Red Slipped ware, Brown Slipped ware, coarse and dull Red ware, Roman wares
both imported and imitations variety were also noticed. The fabric of the pottery
ranges from fine to coarse and the use of tempering materials is noticed almost in all
the varieties depending on the degree of fineness. These could be grouped by the
excavator of University of Madras, into three periods according to their occurrences
in different levels namely period I period II and period III with a two fold sub -
division of period I into IA and IB (Raman, K. V. 1987 :62-66).

The period IA was represented by a fine Black and Red ware with some of the
sherds bearing painted design, and second sub divisions IB was marked by the use of
Roulette ware, thick Black and Red ware, beads of semiprecious stones. One of the
grey ware potsherds was found bearing five Brahmi letters (pu ta la to sa) datable to

first or second centuries CE.
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Period II was distinguished by the occurrence of amphorae jars, a fine bright Red
and Orange Slipped ware, and glass and stone objects. Period III was represented by
the use of the polished Red wares, coarse Red wares and a few sherds of Chinese

celadon ware (Raman, K. V. 1978 :6).
Pottery Types

The earliest period at Kanchipuram is divided in two sub periods on the basis of
the occurrence of Black and Red ware and the Black ware in the lower most level
which is followed by Russet coated and Painted ware with Roman pottery. The
ceramic industries help to fix the chronological sequence of this site (Krishnamurthy,

C. 1970 : 1).
Period I Ceramic Traditions in Kanchipuram
Black and Red ware

This variety has an important place in the history of ancient India because of its
association with the sites belonging to the Chalcolithic and Early Historic periods of
south India. A number of sites excavated in south India have shown that the wheel
made of pottery of black and red is associated with burials. The technique of
manufacture of this pottery as observed from the study of sherds from different sites
does not differ. It is produced by the process of burning the ware under oxidising
conditions of inverted firing technique. The rim portion and the inner surface turned
black and the exterior red. Both thick and thin varieties of this pottery have been
found. There is a lustrous polish on the exterior of the finer variety which must have
been due to salt glazing. It is interesting to note that the shapes in the finer variety
include straight sided bowls with tall and short thin sides shallow and deep bowls with
incurved rim shallow dish with flat base, sometimes carinated into waist, basin type

vessel with a flaring rim and concave sides ring stands (Krishnamurthy, C. 1970 :11-2)

This ware has been obtained from numerous megaliths and umn burials and Iron
age settlements in south India like Uraiyur, Korkai, Kanchipuram in Tamilnadu. The
burials from Sanur, Kundrathur,Vadamangalam, Bondhur etc., yielded a large

quantity of Black and Red wares, while the habitation sites like Kanchipuram yielded
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only a countable number of Black and Red ware sherds (Gurumurthy, S. 1981
:232,248,295).

The site yielded not more than 150 sherds in all for a total of eight trenches
which were put in different parts of the city from the earlier excavations. Besides,
only a few represents shapes and others are too fragmentary to determine shapes.
When compared to other habitation sites like Tirukkampuliyur, Alagarai, and
Uraiyur, the quantity of sherds of Black and Red ware found at this site is negligible.
The ware was probably not preferred for domestic work, though it was a popular
ceramic through out the Kanchipuram district. Particularly it was found in large
quantity in the megalithic burials and the same pottery was utilised for the domestic
purpose as seen in sites like Tirukkampuliyur, Alagarai, Gundukulam, Joyimedu and
Uraiyur. It is clear the Black and Red ware was not a very popular ceramic tradition
among the people in and around Kanchipuram. An intensive survey in the main
present city revealed not even a single megalithic burial so far. Therefore, nothing
can be said conclusively unless we locate a megalithic burial in Kanchipuram and
excavate the same. Black and Red ware fine variety was reported from Bondhur,
Palnellur (2011) and Vadamangalam along with iron objects. Further, Black and Red
ware was continued along with Russet Coated Painted ware in later phases in this
area. From Kattavakkam (Figl, Platel) Enathur, and Gundukulam and Joyimedu the
Black and Red ware in fine fabric has yielded from phase 1& II. However, sourrinding
area like Vaiyavur, Palnellur, Vadamangalam, etc., reported different types of
Megalithic Burials along with Black and Red ware. But at the same time terracotta
rings were used for secondary burials without any Black and Red ware pottery
(Pisipaty, S.R.K. 2011). The fabric of the pottery is medium with grey or black core.
The surface of the pottery is high polish on both sides due to constant burnishing or
rubbing by a stone dabber. Both sides of a few sherds bear slip on the exterior
(Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :103-04).

The application of the slip and rubbing process completely changed the
appearance of the pot and filled up the minute cavities. It forms a sort of
coating to cover the rough surface. The modern potter uses red slip very often and

black slip on certain occasions. Red slip is applied evenly and gently on the outer side

87



and the inner portion of the rim. Red and yellow slip materials have been obtained
from the excavations at Kanchipuram (period I). The thickness of the slip may depend
upon the nature of the of the slip material and the body clay of the vessel
(Gurumurthy, S. 1980 :98). Some of the sherds bear painted designs mostly in lattice
patterns (I4AR.1969-70:35). There are a few fragments mostly of bowls with lustrous
polish which bear impressed mat design few  bearing concentric groves on the
shoulder and below the rim portion. The principal colours adopted in painting by the
potter may be white, yellow, dark red and black. Nowadays potter generally applies
dark brown, black or yellow paintings on a ochre-washed surface (Gurumurthy, S.
1980 :98). The shapes include are straight side bowls, basins, bowls, dishes with
externally thickened rim and concave sides, deep bowls besides carinated vase are

interesting.
Black Slipped ware

This equally important ceramic type along with the Black and Red wares
oceurs in almost all sites in south India. At Kanchipuram it shows a high quality
having been produced of well levigated clay. It is black all over the body with a high
polish. Slip is applied on both sides but sometimes it is confined to the exterior
surface. The pottery is made of wheel turned method and fired to a medium high
temperature which gives a metallic ring. The shapes are utilitarian which include
bowls of different types, dish pans, pots, vases with concave neck and out turned rim
or protruding rim (Krishnamurthy, C. 1970 :2). Fine quality of Black ware pedestal
bowls lid with stopper were reported from Kattavakkam and Enathur (Plate Vb).

White Painted Black ware

Only one sherd found with traces of white paintings on the exterior. The painted
design is very simple a curvilinear band running across the shoulder portion

(Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :105).
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Grey ware

A few Grey ware sherds were noticed in the upper levels of this period. The
occurrence has been clearly noticed in four trenches. It is interesting to note of a Grey
ware sherd (bowl) with Brahmi legend ascrible first or second century CE. (Raman,
K. V. 1987 :62-3). It represents the name of a Buddhist monk Putalatisa (IAR. 1969-
70 :35). The pottery is of medium fabric and bears a slip on both sides. The shapes
include pot with internally grooved and flayed rim and bowls with sharply incurved
rim. A complete picture of this variety could not be had due to its occurrence in a very
small quantity. Since only one sherd was found, it can be suggested that it may not be
probably an important. It may not be a local product. The main types in this ware are
dish with inturned rim, convex body and round base, carinated base, dish with
incurved sides, dish with sharpened rim and carinated base (Gurumurthy, S. 1981

:146).
Russet Coated and Painted ware

The Russet Coated and Painted ware is one of the most interesting varieties of
pottery in South India which bears kaolin paintings on the red surface. After the pot
was made and dried leather-hard, russet coating or ochre wash was given. Then it was
dried and the painting in kaolin was given evenly. The painting after firing took a high
polish and shining like glass. Graffiti marks are also found on this variety of pottery.
In most of the sites this pottery occurs along with the Black and Red ware. The
pottery is to be dated roughly to about 100 BCE to 400 CE and the evidence from
Tirukkampuliyur may take it back to earlier than the first century BCE (Mahalingam,
T.V. 1978 :68-69).

This ware is associated with the Satavahana coin in many sites in Andhra and
Karnataka regions and also found in a number of sites in Tamilnadu. It occurs in a
limited quantity at Kanchipuram (Table 6) which is very similar in fabric, type and
painted designs. The decorated designs are painted on the wet clay with kaolin. The
paint after firing takes a high polish and the vessels look as if they have been glazed.
The common shapes in this variety are hemispherical bowls and globular bowls. The

designs include concentric circles, wavy lines, oblique strokes, herring bone pattern,
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dots in vertical and oblique rows and criss cross design. Besides this Black and Red
ware with painted designs are also found in small quantity made of a medium quality
clay the shreds bears polish. The slip and firing are found to be done uniformly and
painted design shows many criss cross pattermn (Krishnamurthy, C. 1970:4;
Gurumurthy, S. 1981:245-55). The Russet Coated Painted ware first appeared in
‘Megaliths’ discovered by Robert Bruce Foote in 1879 in an urn burial (Foote, R. B
:1076-1086). From the study region, Russet Coated Painted ware has been reported
from all most all site in a considerably good number (Table 6). Kattavakkam (Plate V
d) Enathur Joyimedu, Eri, etc., excavated sites by SCSVMV university and main city
area of earlier works are reported the occurrence of Russet Coated Painted ware from

period I and II in both Black and Red ware and Red ware fabrics.
Period II Ceramic Traditions

The period is characterised by the occurrence of Red Slipped pottery in large
numbers, bright Slipped ware, Brown Slipped ware, dull Red ware, fine bright Red
and Orange Slipped wares some of the painted in black, coarse Red ware, were other
associated ceramic types of this period along with the Period I such as Russet Coated
Painted ware, etc. (Table 6). This period is characterised by the Russet Coated Painted
ware, Orange Slipped ware and a few typical ceramic industries which are of foreign
origin such as the Rouletted ware and amphorae jars. Most of them are imitation local
wares. The Roman jars which appear to be local imitations of the original Roman
amphorae jars mostly conical in shape were found in profuse quantity all over the city
of Kanchipuram. Nearly fifty conical amphorae jars were found in a broken condition,

three being placed in a row (IAR 1962-63:12).
Red Slipped ware

It is a dominant industry of the period. Red Slipped wares are made of well
levigated clay. It is turned on the fast wheel. It has a better smooth surface than the
coarse red variety with bright red slip which gives a lustrous shiﬂning. The common
shapes in this variety are pots, lid—cum-bowl, dish, jar, bottle necked vessel and
bowls. The lid-cum-bowl is a peculiar variety which could be taken as a characteristic

type of this period since it has been occurring in almost all the trenches at

90



Kanchipuram in period II (Krishnamurthy, C. 1970:6 ; I4AR 1962-63 :12). From
Terracotta ring memorials globular vases, handi or cooking vessels along with lids

were reported in grave furnishes at the Vegavathi river (Plate III).

Brown Slipped ware

Brown Slipped wares are always found in association with the Red Slipped wares
described above. It is much lesser in quantity and hence appears to be a
supplementary industry. Both sides bear slip of a light brown colour and in many
cases the surface shows a glittering effect which may be due to burnishing. The
common shapes are vases, bowls and shallow dishes. Both fine and coarse varieties

are encountered (Raman, K. V. 1987 :61-72 ; IAR. 1974-75 :38).
Rouletted Ware (Imported & Imitation)

This ware was first noticed in the excavation at Arikamedu. This pottery also
makes its appearance at Kanchipuram in the deposits datable to first and second
century CE (JAR 1969-70:35). A particular ceramic ware known as the Rouletted
ware which was made of fine clay and under reducing condition was evidently first
used by the Roman traders. Later it became popular and very close imitations of the
pottery with similar Rouletted designs have been found in places like Arikamedu,
Kaveripumpattinam, Uraiyur and Sengamedu (Raman, K. V. 1968:395).

The pottery bears Rouletted decoration produced by means of revolving toothed
wheel on the wet surface of a vase, producing symmetrical pecked decoration. The
technique was also adopted in Sigilatta ware till the late Roman period (Gurumurthy,
S. 1981 :300). The technique of Rouletting could have been introduced into south
India even in pre-imperial Roman times in about the second century BCE. The main
centres of Rouletted pottery seem to have been coastal sites at the east-coast of
Tamilnadu, Andhra and Orissa (Raman, K. V. 1991 :127-28). It is carefully potted on
a quick or fast wheel from a fine levigated clay before firing it was usually treated
inside and outside with a slip which on being subjected to inverted firing turned black
yellow or brown outsides. Both faces are also coated with black slip sometimes but

rarely with brown. Depending on the shades of the slip the ware has been classified
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in five groups. The thickness of the slip may depend upon the nature of the slip
material and the body clay of the vessel. Pottery from ancient Tamilnadu bears a slip
rather than the thick one. The rouletting designs consist of minute triangles diamonds
or parallelogram, wedges or upright crescents, ovals or dots or an eye shaped design.
According to Wheeler this pattern is not an Indian feature and may be regarded as an
importation from the Mediterranean region (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :300-1). The

common types in this ware are dishes and bowls.

In Kanchipuram both original Rouletted pieces and local imitations of the same
are encountered at the site. Rouletted pattern is noticed from SCSVMYV University
excavations on Red ware local variety at Gundukulam. It is in fine fabric, circles

inside the pot.
Amphorae Jars (Imported & Imitation)

Another effect of the Roman ceramic tradition on Tamilnadu was the
manufacture of large conical-bottomed wine jars called the “amphorae” which were
first recognised at Arikamedu (Raman, K. V. 1968 :395-96). The conical jars are
known from the literary and archaeological sources to have been survived for a long
period in Tamil country. Amphorae jars have been found in south in a number of
sites. But subsequently they have been found in large numbers in the excavations at
Kanchipuram. Such, conical jars have been found at Kanchipuram and Karaikadu as
well. In the excavation at Kanchipuram more than fifty such jars were found, many of
them in situ (Raman, K. V. 1991 :127). Both original as well as imitations varieties
were found in large numbers at different sites. At Vasavasamudram they have been
found side by side and dated to second century CE (Gurumurthy, S. 1981 :304). They
are now preserved in the Madras University Department museum. These jars occur to
a level assignable to a period late as the eighth to ninth century CE. It is interesting to
note that the amphorae jars at Kanchipuram indicate the contracts with long distance

traders (Raman, K. V. 1978 :6).

It was popular among the people of the country to have either the imported or the
local imitations. The Roman wine itself is attested to by the repeated reference found

in Tamil literature of the Sangam epoch. Patitrupattu refers to the manner in which
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