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On Re-Assigning the Utilitarian Value of

antiquities .
(A Case Study of the Megalithic Sieve Cups of Bronze unearthed

from Adichanallur & Kodumanal)

Dr. C. MAHESWARAN*
&
S. SREE KUMAR**

O. Introduction

A variety of grave goods such as ceramics, iron implements, bronze
objects, semi - precious stone beads (& rarely gold articles) were
unearthed from the megalithic burial sites of Tamilnadu both during
Pre Independence & Post-Independence Periods.

- To start with, the excavationists and or the experts usually
assign a probable utilitarian value to such unearthed antiquities based
on the available similar contemporary artefacts. In the absence of such
contemporary availability, they are compelled to engage themselves in
scientific guessing which sometimes seems to be re-assigned on the
basis of some vital clues identified on a later stage.

In this paper, the authors having identified a vital clue from the
megalithic sieve cup of bronze unearthed from Kodumanal (during
Post- Independence) could - re-assign the utilitarian value to it and
consequently its akin antiquities unearthed from Adichanallur (during
pre- Independence)

b3 FCura>tor Anthropology Section, Government Museum, Chennai.
* *+ Technical Assistant, Prehistory Sectmn, Department of Archaeology,
Chennai. :
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I. The Grave Goods of Bronze : A Short Account

The first excavation carried out in India was at Adichanallur’, a
megalithic burial site which yielded a number of bronze objects (such
as mother goddess figurine?, bronze terminails?, sieve cups?, bells, rings,
apart from gold diademss, ceramics, iron tools, semi-precious stone
beads.

During 1983, the first District Collector of the Nilgiris arranged
for unearthing of more than 40 megalithic burial sites in and around
the Nilgirise. Consequently, the megalithic Nilgiris yielded a number
of interesting bronze bowls?, a set of collyrium rods & a lotus bud
shaped collyrium receptacle - as items of bronze, in addition to other
kinds of antiquities. :

At Kodumanal (another megalithic burlal site at the Erode District
of Tamilnadu)® several fascmatlng antiquities of bronze such as tiger
figurine (embedded with precious stones)®, sieve cups’® were unearthed,
apart from other varieties of grave goods, viz., ceramics, inscribed
potsherds, iron objects, semi-precious stone beads.

Il. A Note on the Sieve Cups unearthed from Adichanallur

An array of sieve cups unearthed from Adichanallur by A. Rea (1915)
and displayed at the refurbished gallery of Prehistory of Government
Museum, Chennai reveals that the Sangam Age Tamils of that arena
have excelled in metallurgical skills of fabricating paper -thin bronze bowls
and technological skills of perforating precisely such thin surface with
concentric circles.

Such perforations of the cups are believed to be of utilitarian value and
consequently they are named so, namely, ‘sieve cups’. And these sieve cups
of Adichanallur are globular in shape at the bottom and provided with wide
opening at the proximity, without any distinct rim of projection.

lli. An Account of the Sieve Cups unearthed from Kodumanal

In two of the several excavations that were carried out (during
1985-1997) at Kodumanal, altogether three sieve cups were unearthed.
The presence of self-emerging designs of perforations and a distinct
extension of rim-like projection from the dome shaped cup are the
two exclusive characteristics of Kodumanal sieve cups. While the shape
of Kodumanal sieve cups appear as a Cap with their perforations which
spread all over the dome from a long petalled flower with a series of
ostrich’' positioned beneath each petal.

The sieve cup acquired by Department of Archaeology from
Kodumanal is identified as the ‘toddy filter.
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IV Dlscussmns on the Sieve Cups of Adichanallur & Kodumanal

The sieve cups of Adichanallur and Kodumanal differ considerably
both from the points of view of contour and self-emerging designs of
perforations. That is to say, while the Adichanallur varieties exist shapewise
as partial globe the Kodumanal types display an elongated globe with
extension of rim-like structure, making it look like a cap.

The Adichanallur varieties (of sieve cup) present perforated concentric
circles as their self-emerging designs whereas the Kodumanal types (of sieve
cup) exhibit long petalled flower, with a series of ostrich on the lower end of
each petal.

Although, both the Adichanallur varieties and that of the Kodumanal
types are referred to commonly as ‘strainer the series of ostrich depicted in
the Kodumanal sieve cups give a clinching evidence that the dome shaped
should be in upright position'? and thereby they could not have been used as
‘strainer’; Rather, they could have been utilized as ‘frankincense chamber’ so
as to release the fragrant smoke slowly, in a controlled manner.

V. Conclusion

Presence of the motifis of ostrich (in perforation) on Kodumanal
sieve cups has tempted the scholars to ascribe it foreign ongln rather
than assigning indigenous origin.

It will be quite appropriate here to corroborate that the prehistoric
rock art sites of North India have yielded beads made out of ostrich egg
shell and thereby we could infer that the population of ostrich was
prevalent in the Indian Peninsula during Prehistoric Period.'s

Unearthing of well preserved articulated fossil bone remains of a
rhinoceros near Sathangulam in the Tirunelveli district of Tamilnadu
strengthen this contention that Tamilnadu once remained as a homeland
of fauna such as rhinoceros, ostrich.

(Note : Thanks to M. Arun, Sthapathy for providing photographs)
FOOT NOTES

' This was executed fifteen years prior to the second excavation that was taken up
at Harappa and Mohenjadaro of the Indus Valley Civilization.

-2 Although the figurine of mother goddess unearthed from Adichanallur was a stray
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find. it is kept in one of the cabinets of strong room at Government Museum:,
Chennai, considering its significance as the earliest metal image of Southern india.

The bronze terminals are muilti-tiered structures revealing that the aesthetics of

-Sangam Age Tamils was in high profile, with figurines of cock or ram or tiger or

flower bud fixed on radiating rods attached to the centrally located columnar
structure.

Such sieve cups were acquired in multiples from Adichanallur while there were

- only three finds from Kodumanal.

The gold diadems are designated as ‘netri pattam’ in the local parlance. While
such diadems are till date tied over the forehead of brides & bridegrooms by
their respective maternal uncles and or brothers-in-law in most of the districts of
Tamilnadu in the Tirunelveli district alone they are tied over the forehead of
deceased person by their daughters-in-law and or grand daughters.

In response to the request of authorities of Indian Museum, Calcutta to various
District Collectors of the British India, J.W. Breeks has executed this excavation.
Interestingly, the antiquities unearthed in the excavation were not sent to the
Indian Museum but retained at the Madras Presidency itself. The reason for this
retention was not Known and recorded anywhere.

A unique bronze bowl fashioned in the shape of sacred ash receptacle which
bears much more embellishments of floral motifs crafted by chisel work is kept in
the safe custody of strong room at Government Museum Chennal considering
its significance & rarity.

The different institutions that took part in the excavations carried out at Kodumanal in
various phases are (i) Tamil University, Thanjavur, (i) Department of Archaeology,
Government of Tamilnadu and (iii) Department of Ancient History & Archaeology,
University of Madras.

The tiger figurine of bronze is in the possession of Tamil University, Thanjavur

A bronze sieve cup acquired so is kept in the reserve collectlon of Department of
Archaeology, Chennai.

This information was received through personal dlscussmn with Mr. K. S g
Sampath, Epigraphist, Department of Archaeology, Chennai.

The rim of the sieve cups is relatively thicker than the body of perforations. :

For details Cf. Chakravarthi, K. K (Ed.) Rock Art of India (1984), New Delhi:
Arnold Heineman. . ;

The complete set of articulated fossilized skeletal remains of rhinoceros was
housed in the reserve collection -of Geology Section, Government Museum,
Chennai.
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