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The Pottery of Gotihawa, District Kapilbastu:
Methodologies and Results.

The Nepali-ltalian Archaeological Mission has
been working in Nepal since the early Eighties when
major excavations at sites such as Harigaon' and other
important spots around the valley of Kathmandu were
carried out. In 1994, the Nepali-ltalian team moved to
the Tarai region where excavations started at the
Buddhist site of Gotihawa.

Gotihawa is located 4 km SE of Taulihawa,
Kapilbastu District (Fig. 1). The site is regarded by the
tradition as the place where Krackuchchanda Buddha
entered nirvana. A brick stupa of the Mauryan era and
an Ashokan pillar still in situ are found in the premises
of the excavated area.

Excavations at Gotihawa were performed
according to stratigraphic methods that allowed us,
along with the study of finds (both antiquities and
pottery) and laboratory analyses, such as C14 and
thermo-luminescence, to divide the archaeological
evidence into five periods:

Period | (12th-9th/8th Century BC)
Period I (9th/8th - 4th Century BC)
- Phase A (9th/8th-6th/5th Century BC)
- Phase B (5th-4th Century BC)
- Phase C (4th-3rd Century BC)
Period III? (3rd Century BC - 2nd Century AD)
- Phase A (3rd Century BC)
- Phase B (Post-Mauryan period - 2nd
Century AD)
Period IV (3rd - 6th Century AD)
Period V (Post-ancient and modern village)

Daniela De Simone

All the potsherds retrieved at Gotihawa
had been divided into different ceramic classes
and then separated into rims, bases and walls.

Class determination was performed on the
basis of macroscopic examinations, which included
the colour of the paste; the colour of the inner and
outer surfaces; the presence of paint; the fabric; the
presence, frequency and dimensions of inclusions
(distinguishing between organic and inorganic) in the
paste; tactile assessment of the surface; the presence
of decoration in relief (impressed or incised) or
paintings and the thickness of the walls. .

The rims and bases were drawn in order to
identify the different ceramic types. A pottery form was
filled in for each potsherd applying the parameters
used to determine classes.

All the potsherds were counted and weighed.
Finally, statistics were compiled on the various classes
of pottery present in the different periods of the life of
the site or in certain stratigraphic units. The quantities,
given in percentages, were derived from the mean
between the percentage value of weight and of the
number of sherds.

Functional classification of the potsherds had
been carried out bearing in mind the modern uses of
the vessels, in the Nepalese Tarai, Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar. Old types had been identified on the basis
of modern ones and Hindi names were used as the
language, with its variants, is the most widespread
idiom of the region. The Hindi name, therefore, is
attributed to the ancient types on the basis of not only

' 1 Verardi 1992.

2 The ceramic assemblage of this period is represented by those potsherds retrieved from the core of
the stupa that, mixed with clay, served as binding material for its bricks. Potsherds of Period lil are,

therefore, similar to those of Period IIC.



form, but also of function - in some cases probable, in
others certain.

The types identified are:

Pyala (cups). They have a diameter of
between 10-15 cm and depth generally less than 10
cm. Used nowadays to drink, they most likely had the
same purpose in the past.

Katora (bowls). They have a diameter of
between 15-20 cm and depth generally less than 10
cm. The walls are usually straight or convex, the rims
introflexed. Now used to consume liquids, they
probably served a similar purpose in ancient times.

Thali (dishes). The diameter ranges between
25-30 cm, with a depth of about 5 cm. The walls are
usually convex and the base is fairly fiat; the rim bends
inwards. They are now used for solid foods. We cannot
be completely sure that they also served this purpose
in ancient times, but it remains the most probably
hypothesis.

Kunda (basins). The diameter is generally
around 30 cm, although it reaches about 40 cm in
some examples. The walls are convex, rims bending
inwards. Today they are used to conserve and serve
food, to wash rice and vegetables, or as troughs. We
can presume they had similar uses in the past.

Borast (fire-holding basins). We have not
been able to reconstruct the dimensions of these
pottery items since no sherds large enough to suggest
their size have been found. Nevertheless, we can
identify this type on the basis of its fabric. A borasiis
made of unbaked clay kneaded with a great deal of
straw. Straw and twigs are burnt inside the modern
receptacles, which are used as a sort of stove. We
cannot be sure that the vessel served the same
purpose in ancient times, but the traces of burning
inside suggest much the same use.

Katiya (miniature pots). Small pots with
globular bodies, no more than 10 cm in height. They
are often wheel-made, but many examples bear
evidence of manufacture by hand. More rarely, katiyas
are found also in the shape of miniature cups. Today
they are used during the piija or for other ritual
purposes. Although we can have no certainty about
their ancient use, we may suppose something of the
sort.

Lota (small pots). These have globular bodies,
slightly everted rim and roundish base. The mouth
measures about 10 c¢cm in diameter, for a height of
around 10-15 cm. They are, and probably were, used
to contain small quantities of liquids, generally to drink.

Ghara or gagara (water-pots). They show a
globular body, everted rim and elongated neck. The
diameter of the mouth is about 15 cm. Nowadays they
are used to fetch water from the river or a well. They
are also used to conserve liquids of various kinds and
may in some cases be seen hung from the hut rafters
by means of a rope. It is highly likely that they served
the same purpose in ancient times.

Lavani (pear-shaped pots). These display a
pear-shaped body, straight rim, short neck and flat
base. The diameter of the mouth does not exceed 15
cm. Today they are used to conserve liquids of various
kinds, particularly oil or ghee. Like the ghara, they
are often hung from the hut rafters. Probably the same
sort of use was reserved for them in ancient times.

Handi (cooking-pots). They show a globular
body and straight rim, although we also find a
carenated variety. The diameter of the mouth is about
15-20 cm. They are nowadays used as cooking pots,
and the many burnt fragments suggest precisely this
use in ancient times.

Matakd (storage jars). They show a globular
body, everted rim and short neck. The diameter of
the mouth generally exceeds 15 cm. Used to conserve
provisions of water of food, such as rice, cereals or
legumes.

Dhakkan (lids). These display an everted rim
and roundish base. The diameter varies according to
the size of the mouth of the vessels — slorage jars or
pots — they are to cover. They must certainly have
served such a purpose in ancient times.

The ceramic classes identified at Gotihawa
are: Black-and-Red Ware (BRW), Black-Slipped Ware
(BSW), Cord-impressed Ware (CIW), Northern Black
Polished Ware (NBPW), Painted Grey Ware (PGW),
Pale-Red Ware (PRW), Red Ware (RW).

Black-and-Red Ware (BRW). BRW
represents 13%of the total ceramic assemblage of
Period 1, 15% of Period IIA and 8% of Period 1B,
regarded as residual of the preceding phase.

BRW fragments are usually of medium to fine
fabric, wheel-made, well-fired, and with a fairly
lustrous, slipped surface. Their peculiar black and red
colour was obtained through the technique of inverted
firing at high temperatures, around 900° C. The slip is
usually good, but sometimes thick. The surface is
devoid of any paintings. There exist specimens of a
rather course fabric. The types observed are: pyala,

katorda and kunda.



Black-Slipped Ware (BSW). (Fig. 2). BSW
represents 21% of the assemblage of Period 1, 12% of
Period 2A and 14% of Period 2B.

BSW has a light grey core and surface. It is
usually wheel-made, well-fired, and has a black slip,
lustrous and rather thick, which peels off the pots not
fired at high temperatures. This results in a worn, grey
pottery, sometimes mistaken for Grey Ware. Only
open shapes have been found at Gotihawa: pyald

and thali. In Period 2A and 2B, the quality of BSW -

significantly improved as potsherds of these two
phases were clearly modelled with great care,
probably on a fast wheel.

Cord-Impressed Ware (CIW). CIW represents
51% of the ceramic assemblage of Period 1, 52% of
Period 2A, 43% of Period 2B and 46% of Period 2C.

CIW is a rather coarse ceramic, with many
inclusions in the paste. Tiny little stones, sand
particles and rice husk were used as tempering
material. However, as CIW vessels were exclusively
used as storage jars, the inclusions served also as a
simple device to keep water cool and food fresh, as it
is still done in many villages nowadays.

Part of these fragments, showing a rough,
orange surface devoid of any slip and thick walls, were
hand-made, part wheel-made. As CIW vessels served
mainly as storage jars, there are large in size, the
potter moulded the clay in a cord basket or wrapped
it in a mat. The different patterns impressed on the
body of the jars are the result of the different
production techniques. The firing temperature, in an
oxidising atmosphere, was around 850-800° C. The
only types present are the matakd.

In Period 2C, CIW is a later variant in which
the impressions are no longer merely the incidental
result of a technical application but also deliberate
decoration. In fact, corded decoration is now more
frequent than the mat-impressed. While the latter is
often hardly noticeable, large portions of the vessels
remaining practically smooth, cord impression, results
in clearly defined, uniform decoration.

Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW).
The well-known NBPW makes its appearance in
Period |l that, according to the technological evolution
of this ceramic class, has been divided into three sub-
periods, namely HA, 1B and IIC.

- Proto-NBPW (Fig. 3) represents 5% of the
ceramic assemblage of Period IA. Its surface is
lustrous black with red spots, and the sections are
black; the slip is thin but the walls are fairly thick. The
pots were fired at high temperatures, as evidenced

by their almost glazed appearance. However, there
were problems in the firing, as the red dots clearly
attest. Te firing temperature was around 900° C in
reducing atmosphere, but control of the kiln was not
perfect. The only types are katord and thali.

- Northern Black-Polished Ware (NBPW).
(Fig. 4) represents12% of the assemblage of Period
1IB. Its surfaces are black, lustrous and burnished,
the sections black, the walls very thin (thanks to the
use of a very fast wheel) and the slip black and thin.
Its glazed appearance is given by high firing
temperatures and very good control of the kilns. The
firing temperature was around 950° C in reducing
atmosphere. The slip is made out of the same clay
used for the paste through decanting and enriching in
potassium (K) and iron (Fe). The NBPW ‘proper’ is a
deluxe quality of pottery and its shapes are exclusively
open ones (possibly because such thin walls could
not be obtained with the closed forms). The types
recovered are tableware: pyald, katord and thali.

- Late NBPW (Fig. 5) represents 35% of the
assemblage of Period IC and is not a homogeneous
class. The majority of the potsherds have a bluish-
black or greyish black surface, while the others exhibit
different colours, varying from light cream to deep
brown. Many potsherds are of the bi-chrome variety.?
Walls vary from very thin to somewhat thick, but all
are glossy. Late NBPW remains deluxe pottery,

. although not as precious as before. The types are the

same as displayed by the NBPW ‘proper’: pyala,
katora and thall.

Painted Grey Ware (PGW). Five fragments
of PGW have been recovered in Period 2C. The clay
used is very fine and well refined. The walls are very
thin, and the colour of the potsherds is uniform.
Surfaces are burnished and show parallel bands
painted with a dull black slip.

Pale-Red Ware (PRW). (Fig. 6). This ceramic
class represents less than 1% of the assemblage of
Period |. PRW has a surface pale red in colour (pinkish
almost), while in section it is light grey due to bad
firing, probably on account of low temperatures. This
also results in a powdery surface and a wash that
easily peels off. The ware is fairly coarse and thick,
and always ochre in colour. No types could be
identified due to the scarcity of the evidence.

Red Ware (RW) is present throughout the life
of the site. It represents 14% in Period |, 16% in Period
lIA, 23% in Period 1IB, 19% in Period |IC and is the
only ceramic class of Period IV and V.

3 Roy (1983: 199-200).



RW is not a homogeneous class. Bodies are
mostly orange-coloured, but they may vary from very
light brown to dark orange. The wash is usually dull
and shows a range of reddish hues from orange to
deep brown. Few specimens show decorations. The
bulk of the fragments have rather thick walls, and are
of medium to coarse fabric, with frequent quartz
inclusions. Firing took place in an oxidising
atmosphere at around 850-900° C. The types of the
RW are: pyala, katora, thali, kunda, katiya, lota,
dhakkan and handi, as shown by many burnt sherds.
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Fig. 1. Location of the site of Gotihawa.



Fig. 3 Proto-NBPW (photo: Daniele Petrella)

Fig. 3 Proto-NBPW (photo: Daniele Petrella)
J



Fig. 4 NBPW (photo: Daniele Petrella)

Fig. 6 Pale-Red Ware (PRW) (photo: Daniele Petrella)
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