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“Megarian” Bowls from tell atrib

anna Południkiewicz
Polish Centre of Mediterranean archaeology, University of Warsaw

the site of ancient athribis, a leading urban center in the nile Delta and capital of the 
tenth egyptian nome, is situated in what is today the locality of tell atrib on the out-
skirts of modern Benha. its location on a major trade route between africa, asia and 
europe fostered commercial exchange on a large and varied scale. it comes as no surprise 
therefore that excavations by a Polish-egyptian archaeological mission (Karol Myśliwiec, 
in Tell Atrib 2000) in a district of the ancient town around Kom sidi Youssef yielded 
a rich collection of imported ceramic vessels from various parts of the ancient world. 

the pottery material excavated between 1969 and 1999 included a group of 16 ves-
sels which go under the designation of “Megarian” bowls.1 these small molded bowls 
with relief decoration constituted a luxury ware of the Hellenistic period that is some-
times referred to today as the “China of antiquity”. Despite their fragmentary character, 
the finds from tell atrib deserve interest as material for comparative pottery studies.

Hemispherical “Megarian” bowls were produced from the 3rd to the 1st century BC. 
they were molded and the decorative elements, such as astragalus, cymatium, meander, 
beads, floral, figural etc. were printed on the inner part of the mold with a die. according 
to Pollitt (2006: 256), “the earliest types were decorated with floral design — usually a 
rosette in the form of a medallion at the bottom of the vase and a series of lotus or palm 
leaves stretching upward from the medallion along the outside of the vessel. later they 
came to be decorated with figural scenes illustrating a variety of myths and legends, in-
cluding episodes from epic poetry”. When the mold was ready, well levigated clay was 
pressed into it and then turned on the wheel to achieve a smooth inside wall and edge 
with rim. Once it had dried, the bowl was removed from the mold and slipped (Baur 
1941: 245–246). the bowls had no foot, the idea being, according to one theory, to place 
them upside down once the liquid had been drained, so that the entire decoration was 
visible (Garbsch 1993). Pollitt (2006: 256), suggests that these bowls derived from well 
known bowls from achaemenid Persia, although the prototypes appear to have come from 
athens. the earliest dated examples of such bowls came from athens, but this kind was 
produced also elsewhere in the Hellenistic world, mainly in the eastern Mediterranean.

1 the name is derived from the town of Megara, where this type of vessels was first identified. Other centers 
have been demonstrated in the meantime to have produced much larger quantities of this particular type of 
pottery, but the name “Megarian” has remained as a kind of trademark among specialists. Other names, like 
hemitomos (edwards 1956: 83–84), have not earned recognition. in Greek-language publications the term 
used is skyphos, although, this term is also used for other types of bowls.
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the group presented in this article, counting 16 fragments from Polish excavations 
in tell atrib, have been classified as “Megarian” by the shape, which is typical of this 
category. the rim diameter ranged between 10 and 17 cm, being mostly 13 cm. the 
decoration largely followed well known patterns. the rim, where preserved, was plain. 
the two fragments in this group characterized by an everted and decorated rim have 
been included in this group based on the decoration and the fabric. the decoration 
on the body comprises a band of ornament below the rim, which can be divided into 
a number of groups, and the body ornament which in the case of the tell atrib bowls 
brings some interesting variants. it, too, can be subdivided into groups. the material has 
been grouped according to decoration types, not chronological attribution.

the first three variants of decoration distinguished followed a typical pattern of 
decoration. Five sherds (catalogue nos 1–5) formed the first variant characterized by 
a plain rim, a band of egg-and-dart cymatium (in one case, catalogue no. 5, fairly sche-
matic) and a band of floral ornament below. the egg-and-dart motif, which is one of 
the most frequent on molded relief ceramics, could be observed as a second line of the 
ornament on catalogue no. 10. the lesbian cymatium motif (on catalogue no. 6) can 
also be included in this group.

the second variant (catalogue nos 7–9) differed from the first in that it had a band 
of swastikas forming a meander instead of the cymatium.

the third variant (comprising catalogue nos 10 and 11) had a row of astragalus set-
ting off the rim from the body, while the body ornament comprised other motifs and 
imbricated leaves. the astragalus can be observed also on catalogue no. 6, in the lower 
register. the imbricated leaves emerging from a rosette on the bottom of our catalogue 
no. 12 place this sherd also in this group.

there is also a single example with zoned decoration (catalogue no.  13), where 
a scrolling vegetal motif constitutes the first zone of the decoration. 

another singular example is catalogue no. 14, where the main motif of a net and 
dolphins appears below a set of grooves in the upper part of the bowl body. 

the last group is composed of two atypical bowls (catalogue nos 15 and 16), both 
thrown on the wheel and decorated with a roulette ornament.

Parallels to the presented material suggest an asia Minor provenance for the as-
semblage, narrowed down to the region of ionia. these parallels can be dated to the 
2nd century BC, while the tell atrib bowls have been recorded from stratigraphically 
undisturbed layers containing also coins, pottery stamps, ceramics and other finds. Of 
these, seven fragments (catalogue nos 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 10, 11) come from an archaeological 
context dated independently to the second half of the 3rd and beginning of 2nd century 
BC. three bowls have been placed in the turn of the 2nd / 1st century BC context (cata-
logue nos 7, 8, 15). the remaining six are traced back to disturbed contexts (catalogue 
nos 5, 9, 12, 13, 14, 16). it is because of this rich stratigraphic story, coming from rich 
and undisturbed finds, that the “Megarian” bowls from tell atrib constitute such excel-
lent comparative material for finds made elsewhere.
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Catalogue

1.  Bowl fragment
H. 4.5 cm, W. 3.5 cm, Dia. rim 12 cm
Compact clay (5 Yr 5/8 yellowish red) speckled thickly with mica. red/light brown glossy slip. 
Plain rim, one groove, two bead lines framing a band of egg-and-dart cymatium. Crack visible, prob-
ably owing to careless pressing of the clay into the mold, covered with slip; below vegetal scroll.
archaeological context: late 3rd/early 2nd century BC: pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, in Tell Atrib i 
2000: nos 6, 42, 63) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib ii 2009: no. 18).
Parallels: rosenthal-Heginbottom 1995: 375, Pl. 18,4, and 394, south syrian/north Palestinian; 
Grzegrzółka 2010: 2-52, 2-26 from ephesus, 2nd century BC, and 117-101, 117-282 from asia 
Minor, Pergamon, 2nd century BC, acanthus.

2.  Bowl fragment
3 x 3.5 cm, Dia. rim 10 cm
Clay (2,5 Yr 5/6 red) with few mica inclusion; slip red-brown on interior, rim edge and exterior with 
graphite gray marks. 
Plain rim with traces of seam joining it to the body; below egg-and-dart cymatium.
archaeological context: end of 3rd/first half of 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, 
in Tell Atrib i 2000: nos 20, 70, 98, 105, 106) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib  ii 2009: 
no. 58).
Parallels: rosenthal-Heginbottom 1995: 369–371, ionian origin, 2nd century BC.
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3.  Bowl fragment
H. 3 cm, l. 5 cm, rim dia 13 cm.
Clay dense, 2,5 Yr 6/4 light reddish-brown, very fine. Black glossy slip on outer surface, inside mat.
Clay with tiny lime particles, mica and a little black particles.
Plain rim, two grooves, an egg-and-dart cymatium to right and bead line below it. 
archaeological context: late 3rd/early 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, in Tell 
Atrib i 2000: nos 6, 42, 63) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib ii 2009: no. 18).
Parallels: rosenthal-Heginbottom 1995: 369–371, probably ionian in origin, 2nd century BC.

4.  Bowl fragment
Dia. rim 14.8 cm
Compact clay (5 Yr 6/3 light reddish brown), slight mica and lime particles, evenly fired. exterior 
bright light red, slightly glossy.
straight plain rim, below egg-and-dart cymatium between doubled relief lines. 
archaeological context: late 3rd and 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, in Tell 
Atrib 2000: nos 28, 35, 47, 89, 139, 169) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib 2009: nos 39, 58, 
chiefly coins of Ptolemy Vi).
Parallels: rosenthal-Heginbottom 1995: 369–371, ionian origin, 2nd century BC.

5.  Bowl fragment
Dia. rim 13 cm
Fine-grained clay, slightly porous, fired beige, occasional larger grains of muscovite and biotite. interior 
dull red, slip worn. Yellowish slip on exterior.
slightly flaring plain rim; below egg-and-dart cymatium, simple and schematic in form, between bead 
lines, relief line separating this band from a band of presumed floral ornament below.
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.

6.  Bowl fragment 
3.3 x 3.3 cm
Cream-pinkish clay, surface light brown-reddish, slightly glossy.
Fragment. Body sherd with a band of rosettes, lesbian cymatium and astragalus, separated by grooves. 
archaeological context: from mid 3rd to mid 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, 
in Tell Atrib 2000: nos 31, 46, 86, 109, 130) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib 2009: nos 58, 
41, 42, 39, 43, 59).
Parallels: Bowl, ionia, 2nd century BC, without astragalus (Grzegrzółka 2010: 56, no. 29, figure on 263).
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7.  Bowl fragment 
6.2 x 9.2 cm, rim dia. 13 cm
Fine-grained clay, mica, tiny lime particles, compact, dense, well fired; break red on the exterior, 
brown inside (5 Yr 6/3 light reddish brown). Black slip on the upper part, going inside 1 cm, dark 
orange slip on the lower part outside (leaves) and inside. slip worn off the edge of the rim. Crack be-
tween two rosettes formed before slip was applied. 
Plain rim, band of meander composed of alternating swastika motifs and small squares, below a band 
of seven-petaled rosettes. Body below the ornamental bands decorated with imbricated leaves featur-
ing a relief spine line. all registers separated by relief lines. 
archaeological context: 2nd–1st century BC, based on coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib 2009: 
nos 71, 22).
Parallels: Grzegrzółka 2010: 54-70, 54-269, ionia, 2nd century BC, 74-81, 74-274, ionia, 2nd cen-
tury BC.
Publication: Myśliwiec, Południkiewicz 2003: Color plate 9.12.

8.  Bowl fragment 
4.4 x 11 cm, Dia. rim 13 cm
Beige clay, homogeneous break, well levigated. Brown glossy slip, slightly paler in color and dulled on 
the inside, unevenly darker on the outside.
Bowl fragment with wide straight rim, separated from body by two relief lines; below a band of geo-
metrical ornament in the form of an apparent meander with swastika motifs separated by small squares 
with marked diagonals. Decoration on the body comprising a row of erotes and boys running to right, 
with their heads in frontal position. all wear a kind of flat hat. the erotes have their right hand on 
the hip, while the alternating boys wield a club upright in the right hand and hold what looks like 
a shield in the left.
archaeological context: 2nd–1st century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, in Tell Atrib 
2000: nos 27, 214, 215) and coins from the rule of Ptolemy Vi, 2nd century BC (a. Krzyżanowska, 
in Tell Atrib 2009: no. 58).
Parallels: laumonier 1977: Pls 119:1359+9302, 120:3331. a similar motif of running erotes on bowls 
from Delos, probably from the 3rd century BC; Baur 1941: 236, no. 203, Fig. 4, Pl. Xi, 1913–203.
Publication: K. Myśliwiec, in Tell Atrib 2009: Pl. XXiV,5.

9.  Bowl fragment
H. 3.8 cm, W. 3.6 cm, rim dia 12 cm. 
Clay (2,5 Yr 6/4 light reddish-brown), some vegetal inclusions, lime particles; black slip both sides, 
mat. Fabric similar to catalogue no. 1. 
Fragment. everted plain rim, band of swastika meander with squares, lower band of rosettes. 
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.
Parallels: Grzegrzółka 2010: 54-70, 54-269, ionia, 2nd century BC; 74-81, 74-274 ionia, 2nd century BC.
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10. Bowl fragment
H. 5.4 m, W. 6.5 m
Fine clay tempered with mica, clean, red-brown with brownish staining. 
Plain rim separated from the body by profiling; below it, three bands of decoration, the first compris-
ing oval elements (astragalus) to right, the second a cymatium egg-and-dart and the third a row of 
eight-petaled rosettes with rhomboid petals inscribed into a square. Bands of decoration separated by 
relief lines.
archaeological context: late 3rd–first half of 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło, 
in Tell Atrib 2000, nos 20, 70, 98, 105, 106) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska, in Tell Atrib 2009: no. 58).
Parallels: Grzegrzółka 2010: 155–118, 155–292, ionia, 2nd century BC.

11. Bowl fragment  
3.5 x 6.5 cm, Dia. rim 13 cm
Fine-grained clay, large quantities of mica, quartz sand and lime particles; homogeneous break (2.5 Yr 
6/8-5/8 light red–red); an exterior slip red-brown, interior dark red/orangish.
slightly everted plain rim, thickened slightly below the edge relative to vessel wall; below ornamental 
band comprising oval elements bulging in the middle and narrowing at the ends (astragalus), separated 
by relief lines on either side, deformed slightly, perhaps while attaching the rim; body walls decorated 
with a pattern of imbricated leaves with spine lines. 
archaeological context: late 3rd–first half of 2nd century BC, based on pottery stamps (Z. sztetyłło 
in Tell Atrib 2000, nos 26, 49) and coins (a. Krzyżanowska in Tell Atrib 2009: nos 6, 58).

12. Bowl fragment  
l. 4.5 cm, W. 3 cm, Dia. ring base 3.4 cm
Clay (5 Yr 5/4 reddish brown) compact; black slip.
Bottom of bowl decorated with a central rosette composed of alternately rounded and lanceolate pet-
als, set inside a relief ring, in the form of a medallion. lower part of body adorned with imbricated 
leaves, each one with a spine lines.
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.
Parallels: Grzegrzółka 2010: 3-36, 3-243, ephesus, 2nd century BC; 8,9-40, 8,9-248,249, ionia, sec-
ond half of 2nd century BC.

12
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13. Bowl fragment 
4.5 x 3 cm, Dia. rim 12 cm
Clay (2,5 Yr 5/6–5 Yr 6/4 red and light reddish brown) with large quantities of mica; exterior and 
rim edge on both sides fired black, interior pale brown.
Plain rim, band of floral decoration with a fine scroll and below it fragmentarily preserved ornament, 
possibly a human figure (eros?).
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.
Parallels: Grzegrzółka 2010: 41–62, 41–266, ionia, 2nd century BC, vine and voluted tendrils; 
285–176, 285–320, ionia, 2nd century BC, 286–177, 286–320, ionia, 2nd century BC.

14. Bowl fragment  
6 x 7 cm, Dia. rim 13 cm
Fine-grained clay (5Yr 6/4 light reddish brown); graphite black slip.
Plain rim, slightly everted, below three grooves and a net pattern composed of dots with connecting 
lines (perhaps guilloche? chain?). in the left loop of net motif, image of a dolphin to right, in right 
loop, dolphin to left. there should have been six to seven images of dolphins set around the circumfer-
ence of the bowl.
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.
Parallels: romano 1994: 64, Pl. 14,2, c. 160–c. 120 BC; Gürler 2003: 9–16, Pls iX–XVi, 14, Pl. 
XV, C18, C19. For dolphin motifs on bowls found in Kerch, see Grzegrzółka 2010: 1-35, 1-241, 
ephesian product, middle to second half of 2nd century BC; 68-51, asia Minor, Pergamon product, 
2nd century BC.

15. Bowl fragments
6.5 x 7.5 cm, Dia. rim 17 cm
Clay (5 Yr 6/3 light reddish brown), greyish on the inside, compact, well levigated, lime particles as 
temper. Dull black slip. rim fired brown (7 mm on inside and 15-20 mm on outside). Worn slip on 
exterior of rim.
three fragments, thrown on the wheel. slightly everted rim, below it two spiral grooves, rouletted 
decoration in four rows, above the lowest two more grooves. 
archaeological context: 2nd–1st century BC, based on coins (a. Krzyżanowska in Tell Atrib 2009: 
nos 71, 22).
Parallels: Kern 1909: perhaps asia Minor fabric: 14ff., Figs 1–4; Baur 1941: Hellenistic because of 
shape: 245, no. 206, Fig. 15, Pl. Xi, 1913.206).
Publication: Myśliwiec, Południkiewicz 2003: Color plate 9.12.

16. Bowl fragment
4 x 4 cm, rim dia. 13 cm
Clay (5 Yr 5/3 reddish brown), pale brown slip with staining at the rim (1.5 cm on outside, 0.8 cm 
on inside), below gray-black both inside and outside owing to vessels being placed one inside another 
during firing.
thrown on the wheel. Plain rim, faint groove separating from the body, below on body roulleted 
decoration in five rows. Motif of roullete of different size and depth.
archaeological context: mixed surface layer.
Parallels: Baur 1941: 245, no. 207, Fig. 16, Pl. Xi, 1913.207. asia Minor fabric, 2nd century BC.
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