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One of the designer's proposals:
water pipe (narghile)
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This mysterious object — a bowl with a goblet-
topped cylinder — gave birth to the idea of
the exhibition. The unique bowl perplexed
the curator from the moment she laid eyes
upon it in the museum storeroom. She
eventually turned to designer Oded Friedland.

As she explained, the bowl was found in the
excavations at Tel Megiddo nearly a century
ago. Its shape and gray-red over white-slip
decoration are typical of the Middle Bronze
Age, the mid-2nd millennium BCE. But the
cylinder rising from the center of the bowl,
which has a partially decorated goblet on top
and two perforations in the base allowing
passage between the inside of the cylinder and
the inside of the bowl, are unique.

The archaeologists who published the bowl
proposed that it was a “cultic object,” a censer
or lighting implement. But their proposals
ignored other parameters, such as signs of use.

The research conducted on the bowl from
the design perspective laid the groundwork
for the potential contribution of designers
to archaeological research. The designer
emphasized that the bowl had been found
broken and was reconstructed in a symmetrical
manner. But other reconstructions were
possible, and perhaps the object once had a
funnel, a mouth, or a handle. He subsequently
proposed various possible areas of use and
described the potential roles of the bowl in
each area. Some of his solutions examine
and develop ideas that the archaeologists
had already raised, while other, especially
imaginative proposals lay outside the
archaeological “comfort zone.”

Bowl

Megiddo, 18th—16th century
BCE, pottery | Israel Antiquities
Authority 1937-869
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#02

One of the designer's proposals:
vessels for separating and
beating liquids
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Perforated mug

Hazeva, 7th—é6th century BCE,
pottery | Israel Antiquities
Authority
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#02

The label “censer” that appears next to these
objects in the Israel Museum's permanent
archaeological exhibition obscures the enigma
that they present to archaeologists. This group
of vessels is only a sample of more than 200
similar objects that have been found in this
region at Iron Age sites, dating back some
2,500—3,000 years. A quick glance reveals that
despite their similarities, each one has its own
characteristics: There are no two alike.

The vessels were found in a variety of different
contexts, and this is reflected in the proposed
uses that archaeologists have attributed to
them: Some claimed that they were strainers
or vessels used in the production of dairy
products, such as cheese; but the position of
the holes does not support this claim. One
scholar suggested that the vessels were used
for water rituals, but the perforations in the
lids of similar vessels from other sites make
it hard to accept this proposal. An additional
interpretation sees them as censers — as they
are defined in the museum — or vessels for
transferring coal; but most of them showed
no traces of charring. Finally, one archaeologist

proposed that they were used to diffuse a
pleasant fragrance as part of a household cult,
and that they contained herbs or scented oils
whose fragrances spread without burning.

In order to solve the mystery of the perforated
vessels, designer Ron Livay examined their
material and formal qualities and their
suitability to the proposed interpretations.
The location of the perforations led him to the
idea that the vessels were meant to separate
out liquids through compression, to strain
substances through gravity which causes
the heavy sediments to fall to the bottom
of the vessel, or to steam food or cook it in
water. Alternatively, it occurred to him that
the perforations may have been used for
ventilation and for keeping the contents dry,
and that the differences between the vessels
was a way of marking different substances in
the home pantry — each vessel and its own
contents. The questions arising from these
enigmatic items are: Do they all belong to the
same category of object? Did they all fulfill the
same purpose?
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Two of the designers' proposals:
avessel for stretching textiles
or soaking reeds

In excavations conducted by archaeologist
John Crowfoot in Samaria, a large, coarse,
oval basin was discovered. His wife Grace
who customarily accompanied him on these
expeditions noticed that Muslims wash their
feet in bowls with a central protrusion, and
she thus proposed that that basin was used
for feet-washing in a cultic context. Besides
this basin, a few other basins have also been
found at other sites in the land. One of them,
from Lachish, is exhibited here. The common
denominator between all the basins is
their oval shape, but they are distinguished
from one another by their size and internal
elements, and the rims of some of them
have protrusions that face inward. Was Mrs.
Crowfoot correct in proposing that they were
used for foot-washing?
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In order to check this proposal, designers
Shira Keret and Itay Laniado examined the
possible position of the feet in the basin and
the movements of one actually using the basin
for feet-washing. After examining its formal
characteristics, they reached the conclusion
that the basin had nothing to do with ritual
but rather was most likely associated with
a particular craft or labor. They raised a
number of possibilities based on the typical
industries of the period, as well as some more
imaginative solutions.

Basin

Lachish, 8th century BCE, pottery
Israel Antiquities Authority
1982—456
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One of the designers' proposals:
oil lamps

P~ -

This rare bottle, with its curving neck, thin
wall, and horn-like shape, was found in a
burial cave in Beth Shemesh along with other
gifts that had been interred with the deceased.

Only a few other bottles like it have come
to light in local excavations, particularly
at Philistine sites. Its long, narrow body
is decorated with a painted geometric
pattern; it has small, degenerated handles.
Archaeologists have claimed that its design is
based on Cypriot objects, but it was produced
with great skill in the local tradition. They
further explain that the size of the mouth
was intentionally narrow, since the bottle
apparently held a precious liquid; but the fresh
eyes of Reddish — Naama Steinbock and Idan
Friedman revealed that an insect, apparently
a hornet, actually built its nest there and
that the original opening was wider than we
thought. What was the bottle used for? What
is the reason for its special shape, so different
from the straight-walled vessels of the period?
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In their attempt to answer these questions,
the designers followed a few avenues of
investigation. First, they sought to determine
the correct position of the bottle and how
it was held using the small handles. Their
conclusion was that the bottle could have
been used with equal efficiency both in a
vertical and in a horizontal position. Next,
they examined its physical properties —
how it conducts cold and heat as well as
its absorption of liquids. Examination of
the ways the bottle might have been used
in the ancient world led them to propose
a funerary context (in which it was indeed
found), a cultic context, or a military context.
Finally, the designers focused on additional
elements that might have been attached to
the bottle but did not survive, elements that
would have adapted the bottle to one of the
proposed contexts, and they designed such
elements taking into account both ancient
and contemporary aesthetics.

Horn-shaped bottle

Beth Shemesh, 12th century
BCE, pottery | Israel Antiquities
Authority |-51
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The designer's proposals:
a copper ingot mold, an olive-oil
receptacle, and a tent weight

This jar is one of a group of elongated, coarse
jars that were found in a 6,000-year-old
temple at Gilat in the northwestern Negev,
along with other breathtaking finds that were
brought there from distant sites. The jars,
most of which have double handles and a
narrow interior space, are called “Gilat jars”
or “torpedo jars,” inspired by the Gulf War
that took place at the time of their discovery.
Residue analysis discovered in them traces
of olive oil, which people at this early stage
already knew how to manufacture. Similar
vessels have come to light at other sites
throughout the land.

Despite the cultic context of the jars and
their discovery in a temple, their features —
the coarse materiality, thick walls, and
weight — actually suggest that these were
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everyday, practical objects that could have
been manufactured anywhere and carried to
the temple. The study by designer Luka Or
raised three solutions that correspond to the
characteristics of the objects and the period
to which they belong. The remains of olive oil,
which was an expensive new substance at the
time, and the double handles through which
a stick could be passed led him to believe that
the jars were used for storing and transporting
the precious commodity. The copper industry,
one of the innovations of the period, along

with the narrow interiors of the vessels, raised
the idea that these were molds for casting
copper ingots. The coarse quality of the jars
and their weight gave birth to the suggestion
that they were anchors or weights to secure
tent walls.

“Torpedo” jar

Gilat, 5th millennium BCE,
pottery | Israel Antiquities
Authority 1987-1393
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One of the designer's proposals:
agrid

{pdacnll O8I o

2AXVNA NIVXAn
T 117y

At the site of Kfar Hahoresh in the Jezreel
Valley, a few pieces of raw limestone were
found that had drilled perforations and
grooves. None of the stones was found
intact. The one on display in the exhibition is
particularly large and complex in comparison
to most of the others. What were these
stones used for? Archaeologists have recently
proposed that they were used for lighting fire
by means of a bow drill. Previously, it had been
suggested, on the basis of similar stones dating
from the same period which were found at
other sites, that they were game pieces.

In his research, designer Dov Ganchrow
examined various options, some of which
correspond to the archaeologists’ suggestions
and others that opened new avenues of
thought. All the options were investigated

on both a theoretical and a practical level:
The proposal that the stones were used for
lighting fire was ruled out, due to the physical
qualities of limestone. The idea that these
were game pieces was examined by comparing
the stones to similar archaeological finds from
later periods. Finally, the stones were also
compared to contemporary objects, such as
counting boards used to teach children how
to count. The research asked questions about
human cognition and about the conditioning
that causes us to identify and create objects
on the basis of fixed patterns. It raised an
idea that emphasizes the convenience and
efficiency of designing a grid, a practice used
already in this early period for the production
of stone objects.

Drilled and grooved stone
Kfar Hahoresh, 8th millennium
BCE, limestone | Israel
Antiquities Authority 2023-618
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Some of the designers' proposals:
the hat models

In the Nahal Hemar cave, many organic
remains — preserved thanks to the dry Judean
Desert climate — were discovered. The finds
paint a picture of a rich, ancient material
culture. Among them are the “Shaman’s Hat,”
as Tamar Schick, who published this object in
the 1980s, called it. The textile from which the
hat was masterfully crafted from linen fibers is
knotted together in a way that until today was
only partially understood. The remains of the
fabric, which were found in separate pieces,
are so delicate that it is almost impossible to
touch them without them falling apart. This
has made it difficult to fully comprehend the
object and its function.

Schick proposed that the textile was a hat
on the basis of its rhomboid pattern, which
recalls a similar pattern on the modeled
human skulls also found in the cave. However,
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her proposed reconstructed drawing was
never actually tested, owing to the difficulty
in handling the remains, nor was the question
of whether the reconstructed hat would even
fit the circumference of a human head. In their
research, the designers, Roni Yeheskel and
David Shatz, focused on reconstructing the
method used to manufacture the textile, filling
in the gaps in our knowledge. They emphasized
the tremendous skill required to produce such
an object and the great amount of time it would
take. After they succeeded in producing an
identical textile, it became possible to actually
feel the fabric for the first time. Additionally,
using paper models, the project delved into the
study of the proposed function of the artifact
as a hat and how it would fit a human head and
interact with the hair.

Knotted textile

Nahal Hemar cave, 8th
millennium BCE, flax and
greenstone | Israel Antiquities
Authority 1984-414, 1984-415/1
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Some of the designer's proposals:
a spindle, a weapon,
and a scepter

This object, the oldest lead artifact known
from our region, was found around a decade
ago in the Ashalim cave in the northern Negev.
It is made from a tamarisk branch and a lead
bead that was threaded onto it. The use of lead
points to trade relations with far-away lands,
in all likelihood Anatolia, more than 6,000
years ago. The shape of the bead recalls the
scepter heads of that period, dozens of which,
made of copper, were found in the Nahal
Mishmar hoard. Since lead is a soft metal, the
bead is worn and scratched, apparently due
to use. The branch is unworked. It is broken
on both ends, in one of which a perforation
was drilled. The branch, bead, and signs of use
led scholars to suggest that this was a spindle
for spinning wool. But the weight of the bead
challenges this interpretation. Alternatively, it
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has been suggested that this was a ceremonial
scepter or a weapon, like those from Nahal
Mishmar. Ultimately, no unequivocal
interpretation has been proposed.

Designer Shir Senior first mapped out the
qualities of the wood. After familiarizing
himself with its details, he examined the
proposal that the item was a spindle, made
a replica of it, and tried to spin wool with it.
After that he designed an improved version
of the artifact, as it would have looked before
undergoing the wear and tear of time. He then
explored other design possibilities drawn
from the shape of the wood, the shape of the
bead, and the way the artifact is likely to have
been held. All the above led to new proposals
that had never been raised before.

Composite artifact

Ashalim cave, 5th millennium
BCE, lead and tamarisk wood
Israel Antiquities Authority
2019-9000
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Among the results of the research:
horns in art and nature

One of the greatest mysteries on display in
the Israel Museum archaeology wing is the
Nahal Mishmar hoard. In 1961 participants
in an archaeological survey headed by
Pesach Bar-Adon discovered a hoard of 442
objects, 429 of which were of copper, wrapped
in a map and hidden in niche inside a cave on
the northern cliffs of Nahal Mishmar. The main
questions that surrounded the hoard were:
Why were the objects hidden in the cave, and
what was their function? Many answers were
proposed, from cultic objects originating in a
temple and hidden in the face of impending
danger or deposited in a sacred repository
(genizah); to a communal treasury consisting of
tools, weapons, or cultic vessels; burial gifts; or
a hoard belonging to merchants, metalworkers,
or itinerant artists with ties to Egypt.

One of the most captivating objects in the
hoard is the “ibex axe.” The ibex that decorates
it is typical of the art of the period. Other
objects including ossuaries (coffins) and basalt
statues were decorated with its image or with
its horns, which according to one explanation
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represented strength and vitality. The axe and
knife blades attached to the central copper
globe are familiar from contemporaneous
copper and flint tools. But the interpretation
that regards this object as a scepter head
representing a deity responsible for the herds
or agriculture — perhaps the Sumerian goddess
Inanna — or another cultic object does not
explain how the item was used: Was it carried
in ceremonies or deposited in the temple as a
votive? Was it in itself the object of the cult?

The secret of the breathtaking hoard has
accompanied the Bar-Adon family, Boaz,
Dorit, and Yael, for generations, inciting
their imaginations for more than 60 years.
Realizing that without a further, significant
discovery, the meaning of the hoard will
remain obscure, they continue to examine
concepts in the history of art and spread a web
of free associations that emphasize the hoard’s
artistic and mystical qualities.

Ibex axe

Cave of the Treasure, Nahal
Mishmar, 5th millennium BCE,
copper | Israel Antiquities
Authority 1961-119
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One of the designer's proposals:
areceptacle for urine

Hlﬂ gw:flﬂmm,f
-

Blown-glass bottles equipped with glass
tubes that divide the bottles in two or wrap
around them are familiar to us from various
historical periods. The first were produced
in the Late Roman period in northern
Europe, spreading from there to the Eastern
Mediterranean. Similar bottles also appeared
during the Renaissance, and eventually in the
1950s, when they were known as “cluck cluck
decanters,” named after the sound made
when a liquid was poured from them. Glass
research traditionally views such vessels as
having been produced for amusement, their
design and sound a source of entertainment
at festive meals.
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Inbal Hoffman and Avigail Talmor looked
at the bottle from both a humoristic and
an aesthetic perspective. They made a
film about such vessels over the course of
history, which proposes a wide range of
possible contexts for the vessels from the
Roman period through Early Islamic times.
Their study focuses on the various liquids the
vessels could have contained — urine, liquid
soap, a beverage, or perfume — each liquid
associated with a different historical period.
Based on contemporary and ancient theories
of branding, they reached the conclusion that
the bottle’s special shape indicates that it was
meant to hold a precious liquid.

Bottle

Unprovenanced, 8th—9th century
CE, glass | The Israel Museum,
Jerusalem: Gift of Joseph
Buxenbaum, Jerusalem, 74.21.266
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One More Mystery for the Road

The world around us is full of mysterious objects
that await deciphering. How can we find out their
function? Here’s one last, particularly intriguing
mystery for the road.

Known Details

Wall bracket (?)

Megiddo, Late Bronze Age, 13th century BCE,
pottery

Height: 45 cm, Width: 8 cm, Depth: 14 cm
Israel Antiquities Authority 1937-876

On display in the Bronze Age Gallery, the
permanent exhibition of the Archaeology Wing

Hints or Distractions?

The object was found in area AA, Stratum VIIA
at Megiddo, in the vicinity of palaces and elite
homes. Some 500 objects of this type have
come to light at 44 sites on Cyprus, and similar
items have been found at numerous sites along
the Mediterranean coast. It would appear that
most of these objects originate in Cyprus, with
a minority possibly manufactured outside the
island, where they were discovered. Most were
found in houses or courtyards, but some were
excavated in tombs, workshops, and temples.
The brackets are decorated in various ways.
The example from Megiddo bears a unique
decoration: the head and forelegs of a bull
sculpted in the upper part and a painted reticular
(net) pattern below. All the brackets are more
than 3,100 years old, dating from the Late Bronze
Age or the beginning of the Iron Age, the 15th—
11th century BCE. They appeared suddenly, and
disappeared as suddenly as they arrived.

Now It’s Your Turn

Use the research principles presented in the
exhibition and on the cards to propose creative
solutions to the question of the function of the
brackets. After letting your imagination run wild,
try to support your proposals (or not) and tell us
what you think the objects were used for.
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The Mysteries

From this point on, the booklet reads from back to front, following the
Hebrew and Arabic order. For the first mystery, skip ahead to the page
marked #01 and continue until you arrive back here.



Archaeology and
Design Terms

Modeling

The creation of a model or
prototype of a product in order to
examine the principles governing
its production and clarify the
product’s suitability to the needs
and aims for which it is produced.
The prototype is the basis for the
further development of the design
until the final product is attained.
Design thinking

A series of cognitive and practical
steps that accompany the design
process. At its core, it encourages
freedom of thought, innovation,
and the expansion of possibilities,
following which comes the stage
of reduction, focus, and precision.

Typology
The study of types. The

characteristics of the ancient
objects are studied, classified,
and catalogued according to type.
Typology is also an important tool
for relative dating.

Provenience or context

The precise space in which the
archaeological find or specimen
originated: the geographical area,
the site, the archaeological layer,
the structure, and the assemblage
(the total body of finds from

a given place). Additional
information includes the nature of
the assemblage based on the role
of the space in which it is found:
tomb, temple, palace, domestic
structure, open area, etc. Without
context, the information about

an object is limited as is our
understanding of its place and role
in the culture to which it belongs.
Provenance

The history of the ownership of
the object since its discovery.
Rhizomatic mapping

The graphic and spatial expression
of related information, ideas,

and thoughts in a free form that

is not causal. The map describes
the thoughts as a network of
connections and thus helps
characterize the information

and its organization and

develop non-linear, chance, and
spontaneous thinking.

Hawkes's ladder of inference
Christopher Hawkes
distinguished between four levels
of inference that can be gleaned
from objects in order to decipher
their meaning. The first level deals
with material and technology, the
second with the economic system

of which the object was a part,

the third with the socio-political
structure that surrounded it, and
the fourth with the worldview

and religion within which it was
created. According to Hawkes,

the higher you go on the scale of
inference, the more difficult it is to
substantiate the interpretation.
Stratigraphy

This theory describes the order

of layers in an archaeological site
and identifies each layer with a
period and way of life. The deeper
the layer, the earlier the period;
the closer the layer gets to the
surface of the ground, the closer
the period is to our time.

Use marks

The physical or chemical changes
in an object resulting from
human use.

Brainstorming

A group thinking process involving
the presentation and collection

of ideas in response to an agreed
topic. The goal is to collect as many
and as diverse a number of ideas as
possible without filtering or judging
them — including ideas that at first
glance may even seem irrelevant.

Sketch (outline)

A visual tool for describing,
explaining, examining, and quickly
understanding ideas or terms.

The sketch is not the detailed plan
of the final product, so it is usually
done quickly in 2D or 3D.

Fact

Information or an event that
happened or an actual thing that
can be proven.

Interpretation

An analysis that offers an explanation
for or clarification of a phenomenon
and creates meaning based on given
information. The interpretation

is influenced by the knowledge,
experience, and sometimes even
the beliefs of the interpreter.
Ideation

The production, development,
and invention of new ideas.
Secondary use

Reuse of objects or architectural
elements for other than their
original purposes, "recycling."
Material culture

All the structures and man-made
objects that have come down to
us from a certain period.

A[9Y1T ISOIN

$109(qO snor131SAN pue ‘si1siSo[0aeYd1y ‘s1ausisag



What Does Design
Have to Do with

Archaeology?

Thousands of years of years ago, millions, a hominin' looked at the
landscape around him and realized that he could use sticks and stones to
improve his cutting and cracking skills, thereby increasing his ability to
acquire food and face the threatening forces of his environment. When
modern humans entered the stage of history, the variety of the tools
they used (in terms of materials and forms) expanded, developed at
an exponential rate, and eventually even included the use of synthetic
materials that do not exist in nature. It is commonly believed that one
of the central features that distinguishes human beings from other
creatures is the range of tools they created, which enabled them to
make the most of their abilities in order to satisfy their material and
social needs. Human culture, material culture, and innovation lie at the
heart of the work of designers and archaeologists alike.

Archaeologists seek to understand the human experience via the remains
of the material culture of ancient peoples and their surroundings — the
objects and structures they produced. To do this, they try to trace the
economic, social, and ideological mechanisms that guided the creators
of the material culture and its users. Any identification of an ancient
design or technological innovation advances their understanding of the
circumstances that preceded the birth of that innovation. Indeed, theories
about technological development as a means of organizing human history
have accompanied archaeological research from its inception and find
expression in the names archaeologists have given to the ancient periods:
Stone Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age.

Designers draw inspiration from the history of design, from its origins to
the present day, and they familiarize themselves with the full range of
solutions to age-old problems. Yet, their main focus is directed toward
the future, and they invest their energies in finding organizational and
material solutions to the physical and social challenges they meet. Their

1. A distant ancestor of humans distinguishable from the ancestor of the chimpanzee.

work leads them to invent and create new material surroundings, which in
turn become innovations that characterize the period in which they live.

The guiding principle behind both fields is creation for the benefit of
people, and the placement of human beings, as individuals and as a social
unit, at the center of an activity that simultaneously produces human
culture and reflects it. The human scale, such as the size of the human
hand, the senses that enable interaction with the environment, such as
touch, hearing, and sight, and knowledge accumulated over time lie at
the foundation of this activity.

The two fields also relate to one another in their attempt to understand
the historical, practical, aesthetic, and symbolic aspects of objects, and
both offer solutions to the question of design in the service of people.
The archaeologist tries to discover the principles underlying the object
before him and the meanings that can be derived from it, while the
designer applies such principles in his work. Both employ science-based
research methods along with intellectual and creative freedom, through
which they expand the tools at their disposal and deepen our knowledge
of the human experience. They are passionate about innovation, both
as a driving force in design and as a means of developing new research
methods that will in turn lead them closer to discovering the truth. There
is thus great potential in the cooperation and exchange of knowledge
between the two fields. This exhibition is just a small step along their
common path.

Designer «—> User «—> Object <> Archaeologist
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Pictorial evidence can also sometimes reveal how an object was used.
For example, a type of long, thin toggle pin frequently discovered on the
breastbones of the deceased in burials and mentioned in literary sources
as a suitable gift for women of a certain social standing is depicted on
bone inlay plaques discovered in the city of Mari on the Euphrates. From
the depictions we see that such pins were sometimes used singly and
sometimes in pairs, arranged in the shape of a cross, and that the pin
was used for fastening cloaks or the outer garments of women, men, and
soldiers, or to attach decorations and even stamp seals to garments. A
fine example of a visual image that sheds light on the broader context of
an object’s function is a Greek black-figure vessel bearing a depiction of
women of a certain class filling an identical vessel with water from the local
fountain, which they pour over their heads. The vessel is called a hydria
and had various uses, including the storage of precious oils and even as
areceptacle in which voters deposited their ballots (ostraca) made from
bits of broken pottery.

Attic black-figure hydria (water jar)
attributed to the Priam Painter, with a
scene of women at a fountain house
Greece, Archaic period, ca. 520 BCE, clay
Height: 53 cm; width: 37 cm

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Photo: Mark Landon

Woman wearing toggle pins,

depiction on a shell inlay

Ancient Mari (Syria), Early Dynastic
Period, ca. 2900—2350

Drawing: © The Israel Museum
Jerusalem, by Florica Vainer

It is also possible to glean information about the function of ancient
objects from anthropological studies of historical or contemporary
societies. Contemporary objects similar in form or context to the
archaeological object can shed light on the latter’s role. At times,
anthropological research reveals not only how the object was used, but
also its symbolic role in the social network at large.

Finally, archaeology may also turn to the field of experimental archaeology
to discover how an object was used. This research method examines
archaeologists’ hypotheses by reconstructing the material of the object,
the way it was manufactured, and the ancient setting, and thus it can
test the archaeologists’ hypotheses on a practical level. In experimental
archaeology, copies of the ancient object are produced, and studies are
conducted on how the manufacturing method or the way the object is
used (as proposed by the archaeologist) affects the object and leaves
marks, as well as what the manufacturing environment would have been
like. The results of such studies are then compared with the actual ancient
object and the context in which it was found.

A thorough interpretation of the role of an object unearthed in an
archaeological excavation utilizes as many of the methods mentioned
above as possible. However, revealing the function of an object is only
one aspect of archaeological research, the aim of which is to increase
our knowledge of societies of the past and their material and spiritual
cultures, in order to deepen our understanding of the human experience.
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How Do
Archaeologists Know?

When an object hundreds or thousands of years old is discovered in
an archaeological dig, it is seen as a kind of cipher, a key to the human
experience of its users and their culture. To use the cipher correctly, the
object itself must first be deciphered. As it turns out, despite the huge
gap between our lives and life in antiquity, even when the code is difficult
to decrypt, archaeologists manage to determine with confidence and
after systematic research the function of the object or its symbolic-social
role and reach a definitive conclusion about its meaning. The exhibition
focuses on objects that have not yet been deciphered, but we would like
to reassure worried visitors and equip them with some guiding principles
that archaeologists use in their attempt to answer the question of the
function of an object.

In the first stage, the archaeological context in which the object was
discovered is examined. Do the constructed environment and the objects
found next to the object indicate domestic use? Industrial use? Ritual
use? Do they suggest that the context was a funerary one? After that,
archaeologists check if similar objects have been found in similar contexts,
or consistently next to the same types of objects. For example, if a small
juglet is usually found next to a jar, we may assume that it was meant to
remove the contents from that jar. The archaeological context can also
indicate the age of an object or the period to which it belongs (conversely,
familiar objects that have already deciphered can help archaeologists date
the assemblages in which they are found). An example of this is the large,
mysterious blocks of stone that are rounded on one side, perforated in
the center, and bear signs of wear on the upper part of the perforation.
They have been found at coastal sites and on the seabed, at times next
to the remains of shipwrecks carrying Bronze Age finds. In this case, the
nautical context of the stones helped archaeologists conclude that these
were anchors dating to the second millennium BCE.

After examining the archaeological context, archaeologists embark on an
analytical description of the object itself and its particular characteristics:
it structure, the material from which it is made, its ergonomics, its finish
and decorations, and its use marks. For example, a receptacle made of

Anchor, Kefar Samir, Middle Bronze Age,
19th—18th century BCE, limestone

Height: 93 cm; width: 60 cm; depth: 25 cm
Israel Antiquities Authority 1989—2909/1
Photo: © The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

a coarse material that can withstand sharp transitions between hot and
cold and which bears traces of charring might be identified as a cooking
pot. By contrast, an open receptacle of small dimensions, made of silver
or gold and carefully decorated by someone who was obviously a master
craftsman might be identified as a serving bowl used by members of
the elite. A small receptacle, with signs of charring on the rim, might be
classified as an oil lamp. The descriptive, analytical research is corroborated
by comparative research of similar vessels of the same period or of other
periods. Finding parallels to the object and understanding its context
contributes to the identification of patterns and the creation of a data
base that help reconstruct the function of the ancient find.

In order to examine the material of the object, archaeologists collaborate
with scholars from other scientific disciples, such as chemists and
materials engineers, who can identify using molecular tests traces of
substances that were absorbed into the pores of a vessel in order to
determine the vessel’s function: for example, a storage jar for olive oil
or a wine jar. Scientists can even identify the specific strains of plants
that were cultivated at the time the vessel was used. Specialized
photographers and lab technicians can reveal intentionally engraved or
impressed marks invisible to the naked eye, or the use of pigments, as
well as marks that were formed by repeated, regular use. Other studies
teach about the qualities of the object, such as water-resistance, heat-
resistance, and so forth — characteristics that also shed light on function.

Another means to which archaeologists have recourse are ancient
literary sources. Ever since the invention of writing, people have
recorded the way objects were made and how they were used, or have
written texts describing their ways of life which contain references to
objects and vessels. If they are lucky, archaeologists might discover an
inscription that directly relates to the object, or an object bearing an
inscription that attests to its function. An outstanding example of this
is a small ivory comb found several years ago in excavations at Lachish,
which bears the inscription “May this ivory remove the lice from the hair
and the beard” — clearcut testimony that this was a lice comb.
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Join us on a journey in pursuit of ten archaeological mysteries: objects
that archaeologists do not yet know what they were used for, and that
designers will try to decipher.

Archaeologists investigate the past by revealing, documenting, and
analyzing buildings, objects, materials, and forms. Each new discovery
updates their knowledge and has the potential to change their view
of history . .. their knowledge is never complete. There is an inherent
gap between the archaeological facts and the interpretations of these
facts; between what exists and is known — such as the characteristics
of the object and the context in which it was found — and what is
unknown — the function of the object and its meaning in early societies.
Archaeologists’ doubts and the possibility that a different interpretation
may emerge in the future are what stand behind the frequent use of the
expression “most likely.”

In order come as close as possible to the truth, archaeologists often
call upon experts from other disciplines. The innovative appeal to the
field of design adds a new tool to the archaeologists’ toolkit. Unlike
researchers who typically employ an analytical way of thinking, designers
use a free, unbounded mode of thinking that moves in different and
even contradictory directions. Their tools are characterization, research,
analysis, ideation, prototyping, examination, experimentation, filtering,
and learning.

By harnessing design thinking for the benefit of archaeological research
and employing an interdisciplinary approach, the exhibition seeks to re-
examine the story of objects thousands of years old and perhaps even
reveal their secrets. Will it succeed?
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