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Abstract : The aim of this article is to evaluate the hypothesis claiming that the Assyrian fine carinated
bowls have a functional form. This study is based on the results of an experience on a 3D printing of a
selected specimen from the Assyrian fine ware.
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Introduction

The Assyrian fine carinated bowls are a well-known type of luxury tableware in the
Near East used during the Iron Age. There are specimens in ceramic and precious metal1.
The ceramic specimens are expected to be copied from the metal ones (Anastasio 2010, 41;
Adachi 1997, 41). The main characteristics of this type of ware are a rounded base, a shal¬
low body, and a heavy careen separating the body from the everted rim. Although all the
specimens are considered as part of a unique type, some internal differences exist. In fact,
there is a more or less important range of variability in terms of deepness of the body, shape
of the careen, grade and height of the everted rim, proportion between the different parts
and general dimension2. Outside of the Assyrian Heartland, many bowls with a shape more
or less close than to these Assyrian bowls were found (HUNT 2015, 149 fig. 5.2: JL, JJ, JK.,
JD; Soldi 2012; Adachi 1997, 43 fig. 2, 44 fig. 3). If some of them are directly related to
the Assyrian models3, other share but a few characteristics with them. It is the case of bowls
with handles4, large size bowls5, and slipped6 or painted bowls7.

In the Neo-Assyrians reliefs, the fine carinated bowls appear in context of royal ban¬
quets (Stronach 2000, 189 fig. 12.7b, 191 fig. 12.8) and libations (Barnett 1976, pl. 59).
No indication of the daily-life utilization of this type of bowl is available, but with some new

PhD Student, Paris-Sorbonne ; adodo2@wanadoo.fr.
1 For examples from Assyria, see Anastasio 2010, BW_30 (pl. 15); Hausleiter 2010, SD 4 (pl. 75);

Stronach 2000, 189 fig. 12.5c.; Curtis & Reade 1995, 105 (= BM 91297); Hamilton 1966, 3 fig. 2b
(= Ashmolean 1951.32).

2 For example, compare in the typology of A. Hausleiter (2010, SD 4 (pl. 75)) bowl SD 4.1 with bowl SD 4.4.
The former has a small size (height: 3.7 cm, rim diameter: 11.9 cm) with rim length superior to body length,
whereas the latter has a larger size (height: 9.2 cm, rim diameter: 16.8 cm) with body length superior to the
rim length.

3 For example, at Tell Qarqur (Lundquist 1983, fig. 6: 2); at Tell Afis (Mazzoni 1998, 195 fig. 24: 6).
4 For example, at Tell Mastuma (Wada 2009(a), fig. 6.29: 16).
5 For example, at Tell Mastuma (Wada 2009(b), 143 fig. 4.34 : 19).
6 For example, at Tell Tuqan (Fiorentino & Marinelli 2011, 190 fig. 12: 11).
7 For example, at Tell Fakhariyeh (Adachi 1997, 43 fig. 2 : 18).
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results of excavation, the question of their democratization8 must be asked, at least in North
Western Syria9. Concerning the liquid drunk in this ware, no chemical analyses on residues
can help to resolve the problem, but the small size of the bowls and their context of use in
the Neo-Assyrians reliefs suggest that it would be a refined beverage like wine for example.
Therefore it was suggested that these bowls were possibly denominated by the Assyrians - as
others recipients for alcohol - kasu (Gaspa 2014, 33-37, fig. 2 c). R. W. Hamilton (1966,
2) and I. Wada10 proposed that because of their particular shape, the Assyrian fine carinated
bowls were used to drink wine, juice or any other beverage with sediment deposit and resi¬
dues. The function of the careen in this hypothesis was to cut off the sediment deposit. This
study focuses on this last hypothesis.

Fig. 1 : Drawing of a carinated bowl from Nimrud, ND 37 (Redrawn from LINES 1954, pl. XXXVII: 8).

The Experience

The goal of this study is to check if the hypothesis cited above is technically possible.
In other words, to check if the careen can retain the deposit of some beverage. To do this I
made a copy of a fine ceramic carinated bowl from Nimrud11 (Fig. 1). The copy (Fig. 2) was
made in 3D printing12, using plastic13 and made by the 3D service of La Poste. During the
experience, pomegranate juice was poured in the bowl and drunk to check if the deposit was
cutting off. The different stages of the experience are presented below.

Choosing the bowl

Considering the significant range of variability within the Assyrian fine carinated
bowls, an experience on these vessels must be carried at least on few specimens expected
to be representative of the whole group. However, because of the high cost of the realization
of 3D copy, I choose only one specimen with such a “standard” size and shape that several
bowls can closely be related to it14.

8 T. Adachi (1997, 41) already considered the possibility that these bowls were used by people of various ranks.
9 The example of Tell Mastuma is particularly relevant. Although it was a simple village where olive oil was pro¬

duced, dozens of fine carinated bowls were found. These bowls come from little houses, without any indica¬
tions of wealth or power. See WADA 2009(a), 364, fig. 6.10.

10 Personal communication.
11 It is the bowl ND 37 (= Lines 1954, pl. XXXVII: 8; Hausleiter 2010, SD 4.2; Anastasio 2010, pl. 15.3).
12 SLS technology
13 PA 2200.
14 The study of I. Wada (Wada 1997, tab. 4) shows that most of the bowls are between 3 and 6 cm high, and have

a 12 to 16 cm rim diameter, which is close to the chosen specimen (height : 3.7 cm, rim diameter : 12.3 cm).
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Fig. 2: ND 37, 3D impression (Photograph by the author).

Making juice (Fig. 3-4)

A pomegranate was crushed with a wooden pestle. I chose pomegranate because it is
the only fruit that is cited in texts as a basis for ancient juice in Mesopotamia15. I gave up
the idea of doing the experience with wine, because the ancient wine is hard to reconstitute
and the modern one has few deposits, which would make the results of the experience less
relevant.

Fig. 3 -4 : Making juice (Photographs by the author).

Drinking juice

The juice was just drunk normally. It wasn’t drunk too slowly to avoid the sediment
deposit from moving, or too quickly to facilitate the movement of the sediment deposit.

15 CAD M(l), mazü 1, 439-440.
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Observation of the results (Fig. 5)

The photo shows that the deposit elements are still in the bowl, and some of them are
caught under the careen. No deposits reached the drinker’s mouth.

Fig. 5 : Observation of the results (Photograph by the author).

Conclusion

The results of the experience attest that the Assyrian fine carinated bowls have a shape
that efficiently retains the deposit of some beverages. The presence in the ancient bowls of
the same type of deposit, especially in the area of the careen, could confirm these results.
But until now, no chemical analyses on eventual traces of residues were carried out. If the
experiment reinforces the presumption of R. W Hamilton and I. Wada, that these bowls have
a functional form, it can’t confirm it. Indeed, experimental archaeology is able to show one
of the possible uses of a ceramic, and not to determine what its exact use was (Orton &
HUGHES 2013, 143). According to this last observation, three other serious interpretations are
to be considered:

- The properties of these bowls could be coincidental and have gone unnoticed by
the Assyrians if beverages were decanted using other means before being served
in bowls16. In this case the careen had to be purely decorative.
At first, these bowls could be made without functional purpose, and then, used to
drink beverages with sediment deposit following the observation of their properties.

- Only the metal bowls could be shaped with the intention of retaining the sediment
deposit. The ceramic bowls could be copied from the former without the intention
of giving them the same properties, so they could be skeuomorphs^.

1 6 Ware like a bronze filter-funnel from Nimrud could have been used for this purpose. See Stronach 2000, 187
fig. 12.6c.

17 For an example of skeuomorph ceramics imitating metal ware, see Orton & Hughes 2013, 31.
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Abbreviations

CAD Oppenheim, L, Reiner, E., Biggs, R. D., Renger, J. M., Stol, M., Elswick, M.,
1977: Chicago Assyrian Dictionary, M, part 1, The Assyrian Dictionary of the
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, vol. 10, Chicago.
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