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ABSTRACT 

During the 15th season of excvations and restorations (2019) at Tell es-Sultan, ancient Jericho, in Palestine, a 
spouted vase was found in a section, laying on the floor of a room in a very clear stratigraphic location. The 
vessel belongs to a renowned pottery type of the Early Bronze Age IV/Intermediate Bronze Age (2300-2000 
B.C.E.), named “teapot” in the archaeological literature. Due to its state of preservation (the room had been 
burnt and the vase was still complete and with its inner content preserved), the Jericho “teapot” was analyzed 
in the CNIS Laboratory of Sapienza University of Rome in order to identify its content. XRF, SEM and 14C have 
been performed to clarify the nature of remains inside the vase, as well as a thorough typological study for 
comparisons from other archaeological contexts bearing relevant information. 
The results of these exams have shown that the vase was not to be used on a fireplace, rather to serve as ewer. 
Remains of the content show a variable use of the vase and point to sweet beverages, olive oil and salt as its 
last contents. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Tell es-Sultan/ancient Jericho is a key-site for the 
study of the Early Bronze Age IV/Intermediate 
Bronze Age in Southern Levant, both from the per-
spective of settlement organization and material cul-
ture development (Nigro 2003; 2020, 194-196; Mon-
tanari 2019). Sixteen seasons of excavations and resto-
rations carried on by Sapienza University of Rome 
and the Palestinian MOTA-DACH, have provided 
further data on EB IV occupation on the tell with sev-
eral contexts in firm stratigraphic sequence (Nigro et 
al., 2019, 25). The major contribution of the Joint Ital-
ian-Palestinian Expedition to the study of the EB IV at 
Jericho has been the re-appraisal of the early occupa-
tion of the tell, which led to a subdivision of the pe-
riod into two stages. During the EB IVA (Sultan IIId1), 
a small village, with sparse dwellings and tents, arose 
on the summit of the Spring Hill, in Area G (Nigro, 
2003, 130-131, fig. 13); during the succeeding EB IVB 
(Sultan IIId2), the village extended over the flanks of 
the tell, as suggested by the remains of EB IVB houses 
uncovered in the northern plateau in Area F, on the 
Spring Hill in Area G, and on the southern flank of 
the tell in Areas B and E (Marchetti and Nigro, 2000, 
123; Nigro, 2003, 129, fig. 15; Nigro et al., 2011, 584; 

Montanari, 2019, 138-141, fig. 3). A new piece of evi-
dence was the retrieval of a complete pottery vessel 
found during the 15th season of excavations and res-
torations, in March 2019. The vase was retrieved dur-
ing sampling from stratigraphic sections, an activity 
carried out to improve the collection of petrographic, 
botanical and chronological data, in light of a multi-
disciplinary and analytical study of archaeological 
finds through chemical-physical analysis (Liritzis et 
al., 2020). Stratigraphic sampling activity usually fo-
cused on the sections of the three main trenches on 
the western (Trench I), northern (Trench II), and 
southern (Trench III) flanks of the tell, excavated by 
K.M. Kenyon in order to produce a comprehensive 
evaluation of the site’s stratigraphic sequence (Ken-
yon, 1981, 6-219). The project reveals new evidence 
for the Bronze Age Levant and contributes to at-risk 
cultural heritage and dating at the wider Aegean 
(Sideris et al., 2017; Liritzis 2010). The vessel, a “tea-
pot” according to a common definition in EB IV ar-
chaeological literature, was found embedded in the 
East Section of Kenyon’s Trench III at elevation 11.2, 
length 17 (Kenyon, 1981, pl. 274a). The pot has been 
carefully extracted from the section (Fig. 1), and the 
surrounding material was sampled. The present pa-
per reports some detailed analytical and typological 
analyses about this find. 

 

Figure 1. Excavation and sampling of ‘Teapot’ TS.19.TrIII.2000/1 in the East Section of Kenyon’s Trench III 
at Tell es-Sultan/Jericho. 

2. CONTEXT AND STRATIGRAPHY 

Pot TS.19.TrIII.2000/1 was found lying on a floor 
of beaten clayish marl, embedded into a collapse 

                                                      
1 In the published drawing of the East Section of Kenyon’s Trench 
III this area is missing. It is at elevation 11 m a.s.l., where is written 
“denudation”. 

layer, under a broken jar, cut through to the south by 
the stones of the Middle Bronze II rampart (Fig. 2)1. 
On the northern side, a burnt basket was laying over 



TEAPOT OR MILKPOT? ABOUT THE CONTENT OF A SMALL, SPOUTED JAR FROM EB-IV (2300-2000 B.C.E.) TELL ES-
SULTAN, ANCIENT JERICHO 283 

 

Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry, Vol. 21, No 1, (2021), pp. 281-290 

the vessel (Fig. 3), suggesting that the cut of Trench III 
intercepted a domestic unit of the Sultan IIId2 village 
(Kenyon’s Trench III, Stage XX, phases lxxviii-lxxx), 
which can be dated at c. 2200-2150 B.C.E. (Nigro, 2003, 
129; Montanari, 2019, 139, fig. 3). The basket and the 

jar protected the vase from being smashed on the 
floor at the time of the destruction of the room. The 
vessel was taken complete from the section and sub-
jected to analyses. 

 

Figure 2. East Section of Kenyon’s Trench III with the stratigraphic position of ‘Teapot" TS.19.TrIII.2000/1. 

 

 

Figure 3. Detail of ‘Teapot’ TS.19.TrIII.2000/1 and the burnt basket laying over the vessel. 

 

3. TYPOLOGICAL STUDY 

This pouring vessel was anachronistically named 
“teapot”2 (Figs 4-5), due to its distinguished shape, 
well known in the ceramic production of the Early 
Bronze Age IV/Intermediate Bronze Age in Syria-
Palestine (Richard, 1980, 17-18; D’Andrea, 2014, Vol. 
II, 233-245, pls. LX-LXVIII). It is made of a reddish-

                                                      
2 This nomenclature is a relic of the pioneering work of W.F. Al-
bright at Tell Beit Mirsim, where the archaeologist first recognized 
the Early Bronze Age IV/Intermediate Bronze Age horizon and 
theorized the use of the word “teapot” in connection with the 

brown buff fabric3, with very small sandy inclusions, 
typical of the Sultan IIId2/EB IVB ceramic production 
(Nigro, 2003, fig. 20:6). The shape is slightly biconical, 
with flat base (diam. 8 cm), hole-mouth (diam. 7 cm), 
and a vertical lug-handle opposite of the oblique 
spout (D’Andrea, 2014, Vol. II, 235, pls. X:3, LX:7 
[Type T1.1B]).  

“caliciform culture” of Northern Syria (Albright, 1932, 7-8; Wright, 
1971, 290; Dever, 1973, 47-48).  
3 Munsell Soils Color Chart: 7.5YR7/6 (reddish brown). 
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Figure 4. ‘Teapot’ TS.19.TrIII.2000/1. 

The horizontal band between the handle and the 
spout is decorated by a thin wavy combed motive 
(Fig. 6). The upper part of the vessel shows very clear 
signs of refining on a slow potter’s wheel (Fig. 7): the 
reintroduction of the use of the slow wheel is another 
characteristic element of the second later phase of the 
EB IV occupation at Tell es-Sultan/Jericho (D’Andrea, 
2014, Vol. I, 126). 

The type is well known in the mature inventory of 
the EB IV, quite common both in domestic and funer-
ary contexts (Bunimovitz and Greenberg, 2004, 27): it 
founds comparisons, for example, in the Jericho ne-
cropolis (Kenyon’s Type F: Kenyon 1965, figs. 65:1 
[Tomb O1], 80:5 [Tomb M14]), at Tell el-Husn/Beth 
Shean (Oren, 1973, figs 18:12 [Tomb 89], 19:16 [Tomb 
74], 23:10 [Tomb 262], 24:9 [Tomb 108]), and at Bab 
edh-Dhra‘ (Schaub, 1973: fig. 8:23 [Tomb A54]).  

 

Figure 5. Drawing of ‘Teapot’ TS.19.TrIII.2000/1. 
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Figure 6. Detail of the wavy combed decoration under the rim of the vessel. 

 

Figure 7. The outer surface of the ‘teapot’ showing signs of slow potter’s wheel finishing. 

’Teapots’ are usually linked to northern influxes 
connected with ceremonial drinking (Fig. 8) as a ma-
jor feature of the late Early Bronze Age IV/Interme-
diate Bronze Age society (Bunimovitz and Greenberg, 
2004; Joffe 2018, 46, fn. 9; D’Andrea and Vacca, 2019), 
even though its simple utilitarian shape is suitable for 
pouring different liquids and makes it an ordinary 
vessel. In addition, one should note that in the same 

contexts from where ‘teapots’ come, drinking shapes 
such as cups, beakers, goblets or chalices usually lack 
(Bunimovitz and Greenberg, 2004, 25). Thus, it seems 
difficult to univocally connect ‘teapots’ to drinking, 
unless one does not invoke an argumentum e silentio 
surmising that such drinking shapes were all made of 
wood or other perishable materials (leather, wood, 
etc.).  

 

Figure 8. Examples of ‘teapots’ from Early Bronze Age IV/IBA tombs in Palestine (c. 2300 B.C.E.). 

Nevertheless, a similar shape is known from some 
highly meaningful contexts both in Egypt and Meso-
potamia, which indicate that such kind of ewers had 
ceremonial and symbolic functions for a long time 

among the élites of the Near East and Egypt. The cop-
per ewer found in the tomb of Khasekhemwy in the 
Umm el-Qaab necropolis at Abydos (Tomb V: Petrie, 
1901, 12-13, 27, pl. IX:13; Schorsch, 1992, 145-146; 
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Dreyer et al., 1998, 164-167; 2000, 122-128), and the cal-
cite one found in the tomb of Queen Puabi at Ur 
(PG/800: Woolley 1934, pl. 178, U.10502) may be con-
sidered among such proto-types of the popular ce-
ramic vessels (Fig. 9). 

In Early Bronze II-III Syria-Palestine this shape is 
quite common – and its diffusion from the North to 
the South is witnessed by some renowned specimens 
from Megiddo.  

  
 

Figure 9a-b. Copper ewer from Tomb V at Umm el-Qaab, Abydos (Khasekhemwy Tomb, c. 2700 B.C.E.; Penn Museum 
No. E9595); calcite ewer from Tomb PG/800 at Ur (Queen Puabi Tomb, c. 2600 B.C.E.). 

A further observation is suggested by the lug-han-
dle, that is uncomfortable to be held and it is clearly 
intended to allow the suspension of the vessel by a 
string (Fig. 10). This points to the function of the ves-
sel as dipper, for tapping a liquid from a big jar or a 
pithos (with a mouth larger than 15 cm, i.e. the maxi-
mum diameter of our vessel). 

 

Figure 10. Detail of the lug-handle of the ‘teapot’, possibly 
used to suspend the vase by a string. 

4. RESULTS 

Typological and technological features of the ves-
sel point to an attribution to the initial stage of the EB 
IVB, around 2300 B.C.E. (Richard, 2003, 294; Palumbo, 
2008, 227); nonetheless, the retrieval of one burnt seed 
of Lens culinaris (TS.19.TrIII.PR.4) inside it made it 
possible a radiocarbon determination. 

4.1. Dating 

The seed was sampled within the pot to be dated 
by the radiocarbon method at the Centre for Dating 
and Diagnostics (CEDAD) of the Salento University 
in Lecce, Italy. After a preliminary chemical protocol 
adopted at the CEDAD chemical laboratories to clean 
the sample of any possible contaminant (D’Elia et al., 
2004), sample TS.19.TrIII.PR.4 (Lab Code LTL19569A) 
was measured by Accelerator Mass Spectrometry 
(AMS) and dated to 3937±40 B.P. (conventional radi-
ocarbon age); the calibrated date (related to the 2σ 
95.4% probability level) is 2497-2298 B.C.E. (84.7%) 
(Fig. 11).  



TEAPOT OR MILKPOT? ABOUT THE CONTENT OF A SMALL, SPOUTED JAR FROM EB-IV (2300-2000 B.C.E.) TELL ES-
SULTAN, ANCIENT JERICHO 287 

 

Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry, Vol. 21, No 1, (2021), pp. 281-290 

 

Figure 11. Conventional radiocarbon age (3937±40 B.P.) of sample TS.19.TrIII.PR.4 (CEDAD Lab Code LTL19569A), cali-
brated using the IntCal 13 calibration curve and OxCal v. 3.10 software (Reimer et al., 2013), and the related calibrated 

time ranges corresponding to 1σ 68.2% probability and 2 σ 95.4% probability levels. 

This date and ceramic association may support the 
general raising of Early Bronze Age chronology in 
Southern Levant (Regev et al., 2012, 559-561; 
Höflmayer, 2014; Falconer and Fall, 2016, 16-23; 
D’Andrea, 2019, 62-63; Fall et al., 2020, 28). However, 
the proposal chronological revision seems quite com-
plicated at Tell es-Sultan (Nigro et al., 2019, 25-26, 
tab.8). Moreover, a closer analysis to the teapot’s find-
ing spot may indicate that the pot was originally lay-
ing on the bottom of an EB IV silos (visible in Ken-
yon’s Trench III East Section at elevation 11.2, length 
16, Fig. 2), the walls of which collapsed letting earlier 
material to fill up the vase. 

4.2. XRF and SEM analyses 

Before empting it, the vase was passed through an 
XRF scanning. Soil inside the pot, including ashes and 
charcoals, was sieved and carefully excavated. Mate-
rials from the inner surfaces were sampled in differ-
ent spots (bottom, sides, under and inside the spout), 
and examined at a SEM by T. Rinaldi and F. Mura in 
the CNIS Laboratory of Sapienza University. 

The analysis of samples from the inner walls of the 
vase revealed the presence of phytoliths (SiO2) and 
salt (NaCl) in proximity of the spout (Figs. 12-13), 
without any other significant result about the content. 

 

 

Figure 12. Phytoliths (SiO2) identified near the mouth and the spout of the ‘teapot’. 
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Figure 8. Salt (NaCl) identified near the mouth and the spout of the ‘teapot’. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

After this study, the spouted vase found in Trench 
III at Tell es-Sultan, ancient Jericho, resulted to belong 
to a popular kind of ewer used to pour liquids, possi-
bly beverages, during the third millennium B.C.E. 
The identification of the beverages dispensed with 
this vase remains, however, an open question. In this 
case, when the vessel was found complete and in situ, 
analyses and study helped in identifying its content. 
The capacity of the vessels is about 800 ml. Various 
possibilities have been suggested after the analyses 
carried out on the small, spouted jar in Sapienza CNIS 
Laboratory, drawing the following conclusions as re-
gards its content. 

1. Water: the vase and its spout are too small for 
being considered a water jug for drinking; 
however, the vase might be used to pour water 
for washing hands (and this is suggested by the 
comparison with the most ancient prototypes 
of copper, such as those found in the tomb of 
Khasekemwy at Abydos associated with a cop-
per lustral basin [see above]). 

2. Beer: the shape of the vessel, and especially its 
relatively large mouth, are not comfortable for 
beer, as well as the spout, with a diameter of 
less than 1 cm, which results too narrow for 
this drink. 

3. Wine: the dimensions of the spout are suitable 
for wine, as well as the shape of the vessel, as 

it allows to add spices to the beverage. What 
seems not fitting this interpretation is the ca-
pacity of the ‘teapot’: too small for such a drink. 
This, however, can depend on the dimension 
of the mouth of the jar where the ‘teapot’ was 
immersed, if it was employed as dipper. 

4. Olive oil: in this case the spout diameter is pos-
sibly too large, while the wide vessel’s mouth 
is uncomfortable for olive oil (nonetheless the 
identified phytoliths may be considered traces 
of olive oil, as the two endocarps found burnt 
into the vase). 

5. Milk: the vessel dimensions are suitable for 
carrying milk, especially for serving it. The rel-
atively large mouth, moreover, allowed the ad-
dition of honey or spices.  

 
Comparisons and relatively wide diffusion trough 

space and time during the third millennium B.C.E. 
seem to indicate that the small, spouted jar called 
“teapot” in the archaeological literature in English of 
pre-Classical Levant was connected to some liquid 
stuff of relatively common use or consumption. Being 
beer, milk or spiced wine or some other fermented 
fruit juice, this ewer was deemed essential in the fu-
nerary set of high rank personages. It may be also em-
ployed for lustral acts (washing hands) in association 
with a basin. 
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