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 Hello again and this is Literature and World of the Hebrew Bible, session 11.  

This is the second part of our discussion of archaeology.  This time I want to talk a little 

bit about pottery because potsherds are an important way archaeologists date strata or 

layers and then attribute a layer to a particular period in history. 

 Now, in this first segment we’re gonna give you a general overview, a general 

picture, and talk a little bit about the principles of pottery dating and why archaeologists 

feel they can use pottery to date strata.  Then we’re going to move a little bit later in the 

lesson indoors to a glass case where you can look at — Dr. Barkai is going to pull down 

a number of different oil lamps and take a look at them individually, and show the 

progression of styles through several centuries. 

 In this first segment — again, I’m gonna be discussing — interviewing and 

discussing this topic with Dr. Gabriel Barkai, archaeologist from Israel.  He teaches at 

Bar-Ilan University and Jerusalem University College.  We are sitting basically on the 

ruins, the remains of the city walls of Lachish.  We’re just coming up from a well that 

was dug there at Lachish and we’re just — if you go to Israel and you visit an ancient 

tell, there are broken potsherds all over the place.  It’s as ubiquitous as gravel on an 

ancient tell.  You can just reach down and look at it, and wonder — gee, I wonder how 

old.  You’ll see potsherds from 4,000 years.  It’s just amazing to me. 

 So we’re gonna sit there and talk with Dr. Barkai for a little bit and he’s gonna 

give us a picture of sort of the principles of pottery dating.  Notice what he says about 

the changing fashions and how that comes into play.  Notice what he says about 

pottery being fragile and a certain amount of turnover that that creates.  It’s about every 

— I think he said about every 20 years pottery will turn over in a household. 

 Notice and remember the name William Matthews Flinders Petrie.  He is the 
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father of pottery dating.  Notice his ability and an archaeologist’s ability to look at a 

fragment of a pot, but imagine the entire pot.  That is an important part.  The fact of the 

matter is, archaeologists very rarely are able to dig up an entire pot and then 

reconstruct it.  That rarely happens.  More often they’re just looking at fragments, but 

they’re able to see and imagine the entire pot. 

 Toward the end of this segment he and I are gonna talk about the difference 

between Canaanite pottery and Israelite pottery.  I think that I’ve always found that sort 

of an interesting observation once I went over to Israel and started to kind of see the 

difference.  So take a look at this. 

 We’re walking up the steps from the well.  You just look down here on the steps 

and you see little pottery shards.  This looks like a lip.  And that’s a rock, I think.  

There’s a handle.  Here’s another lip.  But you just look at this stuff and, you know, 

earlier I was handing this stuff to you and you would say, “Oh, that’s a bowl from this 

time” or something else.  How do we know this? 

  Dr. Barkai (Bold Face Type) 

 Okay.  The principle is very simple.  We assume that in human life there is 

fashion and fashion changes.  And as pottery is made of simple earth — it’s 

earthenware — then this is very cheap and it is fragile.  It breaks.  And so every 

20 years or so, 30 years, the repertoire of pottery vessels in a household is 

changed.  So if we catch the mechanism of that change, we have a clue for 

dating.  It is pretty much similar to the dating of English teacups.  At the bottom 

of the teacups you have the manufacturer’s name and sometimes the year.  On 

these we do not have the manufacturer and the year, but the principle is just the 

same.  The teacups changed their shapes.  Their profile is changed from time to 

time. 

 Pottery dating is a contribution of Sir William Matthews Flinders Petrie who 
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was a genius in archaeology and he discovered it.  He found out that he can find 

in Palestine pottery shapes that he knew from Egypt, and in Egypt he found them 

in tombs with inscriptions of Egyptian monarchs whose dates were known.  So 

he could date the pottery in Egypt, thus he could date the same type of pottery 

here. 

 Now, I know the shape of potsherds because I studied many of these 

shapes already in the past.  I know that they come from a certain level which was 

superimposed by another level, which was on top of earlier levels, and in some of 

these levels there were found royal inscriptions with names of well-dated 

monarchs.  So I can tell you that this is a cooking pot.  From the material I know 

that it is a cooking pot.  This is the rim of a cooking pot.  It was folded outwards 

and it has a kind of a pointed axe shape.  This elongated axe is typical to the 10th, 

9th centuries B.C.  This is typical of that time.  In my imagination, I can 

reconstruct the whole profile of the vessel and this type of vessel is well-known.  

It differs very considerably from shapes of cooking pots either earlier or later 

than that. 

 This here is a handle off a jug which is probably also of the late Iron Age.  

This one is an early Iron Age bowl.  The rest are pieces here which are probably 

late Bronze Age.  This is a late Bronze Age delicate bowl.  This is the rim which 

is a hammer shaped rim.  You can see one side is more pointed like the hammer 

head and the other side is more flat, and the section is like a hammer.  This is a 

late Bronze Age bowl, a small tiny bowl known as a rice bowl. 

 Is there a — what are some of the, broadly speaking, differences in character 

between Bronze Age and Iron Age bowls?  Can we make — do you see distinctions 

between Canaanite potteryware and Israelite potteryware? 

 Yes.  The Canaanite pottery is one influenced by imports from the west, 
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from Micini, from Cyprus, etc.  Much of the Canaanite pottery is also decorated, 

painted with painted designs.  On the other hand, the Israelites were more 

isolated, on the one hand.  Second, on the other hand, they had a more utilitarian 

practical society.  They didn’t bother to paint their vessels and they wanted them 

to be efficient for their use rather than beautiful.  So there are differences. 

 There are also types of vessels which appear among the Canaanites and 

they disappear with the arrival of the Israelites and there were new types which 

were introduced by the Israelites.  These were observed already by some of the 

great scholars such as William Foxwell Albright, the Frenchman Louis VanSol, 

and the Israeli scholar Ruth Amerong.  They developed a pottery dating into a 

science, almost an exact science, and actually sometimes you can differentiate 

very clearly between different types of pottery and tell the exact date and the 

range of up to 25 years. 

 Okay.  Dr. Barkai and I have now moved back indoors.  We’re at the Jerusalem 

University College in Jerusalem.  It’s a college whose campus is located right there off 

the old city of Jerusalem.  It overlooks the Hinnom Valley and it’s a beautiful old place.  

They have a glass case there where they have all sorts of different pottery.  It’s a 

wonderful teaching collection. 

 Dr. Barkai and I are going to examine — he’s going to examine and teach us a 

little bit about how archaeologists date pottery by focusing in on oil lamps.  He’s going 

to look at the change of style and fashion in oil lamps, and talk a little bit about the 

technology of oil lamps and that sort of thing.  In this first segment he’s looking at early 

Bronze Age oil lamps and then he’s going to move toward the end to Middle Bronze 

Age oil lamps.  Notice what he says about basically, you know, it’s a bowl with some 

water in it and a little bit of oil, and then how it progresses from there. 

 Okay.  Oil lamps with a bowl which has in it water with olive oil floating on 
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top.  The olive oil has connection to the bottom part of a wick made of flax or 

wool or any other material.  The other end of that wick is leaning against the rim 

of that bowl.  The most primitive oil lamps which we have are of the Early Bronze 

Age.  The Early Bronze Age ones are very simple bowls which had a small 

depression made by the finger of the potter, sometimes not even that.  We know 

that they served as oil lamps only from a very small point of black soot on the 

edge — on the rim of the bowl. 

 Now, with time in the Middle Bronze Age they began to pinch the bowl, to 

pinch the rim of the bowl in order to have a permanent place for the wick, that the 

wick doesn’t move and doesn’t cause fires in the house.  The bowl has a 

relatively rounded base.  It doesn’t have any out-flaring rim or ledge upon the rim 

and it is a simple bowl which got pinched. 

 Before you put that up, Gabi, this is Middle Bronze and so it’s a development 

from the Early Bronze that was just a bowl. This shows the pinching.  The black part 

here is the burn marks from the wick. 

 Yes.  This is black soot showing that this lamp was really used.  And it 

has the whitish encrustation on the inside because it comes from a burial cave 

which usually is the origin of complete artifacts and complete pottery vessels.  

There was part of the rock and the mud which collapsed into this vessel.  Usually 

those were inside niches on the cave in order to light up the cave, and some 

stone collapsed into it and this is the decomposed rock which formed this 

encrustation on the inside. 

 Here Dr. Barkai takes just a little bit of time to talk about the technology of oil 

lamps and why they use water, and that sort of thing.  I think it’s an interesting insight 

into daily Israelite life in the ancient times on how they sort of used oil lamps. 

 What’s the point of the water when you burn an oil lamp? 
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 You don’t need too much oil in it because otherwise it would explode or 

cause fire in the house.  You need it for a limited period of time.  The oil floats 

on top of the water very neatly and easily, and it serves well. 

 So the wick can even dip through the water but it’s gotta come up in the end to 

touch the wall and then it draws the oil through the water. 

 The question is what is the length of the wick.  If the wick is new and not 

too much of it was burned away, then it could be even part of it inside the water 

and it passes through the oil and it brings the oil up through it. 

 Okay.  In this clip we’re moving into late Bronze Age, early Iron Age.  This 

would be the time depicted in the stories about the exodus and the conquest of the land 

and the tribal society in ancient Israel.  Notice the development of the styles in terms of 

the flatness of the bowl of the oil lamp, how it gets pinched, a little bit about its base. 

 Well, let’s progress down.  We don’t need to necessarily take a look at every 

one, but show us the progression. 

 Okay.  This is a late Bronze Age lamp of somewhere — 13th century B.C. or 

something like that.  You can see that the bowl became more flat, less rounded 

at the bottom, and it has a kind of a flattened rim.  It is much more sharply 

pinched and it has a very prominent kind of nose prepared for the wick.  It is very 

sharply pinched.  And you can identify this type of lamp even if you have one 

time one small fragment of the body of it.  You don’t need the whole lamp.  So 

this is late Bronze Age. 

 More or less the same idea characterizes the lamps of Iron Age I.  Iron Age 

I lamps continue those on the late Bronze Age.  It is kind of a flattened rim, 

flattened or slightly rounded bowl with a very strong pinching.  This is typical of 

the Israelites that were in the first settlements of the 12th century B.C. 

 In Iron Age II, when the Israelites are around, we have much thicker lamps 
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and they have sometimes a disk base already.  In many cases they have a ledge 

shaped rim all around.  They are more coarse, less delicate, and they have lots of 

stones incorporated into the matrix of their very coarse and not that fine material 

as we had before. 

 In this segment we’re looking more at an oil lamp that dates more specifically to 

the 8th and 7th century.  And again, we’re talking a little bit about its style. 

 This is a still later type.  This is of the 8th century B.C.  You can see the 

ledge shaped rim.  You can see the coarse material but it has a very thick base.  

Sometimes those bases are so thick that they look as if the whole lamp was a 

starter of something.  There is a whole protrusion.  These lamps were a result of 

some accidents.  Those previous lamps, they tilted and the oil got spilled out 

and they caused fires in homes.  So they decided if it has a heavy base, then 

there is less danger of accidents causing fire in the homes.  So this is an 8th 

century.  In the 7th century they become very thick and we do have a lamp of that 

kind. 

 Okay.  In this final clip we’re talking about the Persian Period.  This would be 

the time of the exile and after for ancient Israel.  We’re going to make this the final little 

clip.  Certainly the style of oil lamps progressed, changed.  The fashions changed as 

they went through into Greek and Hellenistic and Roman periods, and then on to 

Byzantine.  But notice what he says about Persian lamps at this time, how flat they are.  

And then notice that at this time he talks a little bit about Greek lamps, how they were 

closed and imported. 

 In the Persian period, the lamps are very flat.  From experience they 

learned that even those with a very thick base — they are doomed to cause fires 

in the homes, especially if there are children around, and so they decided upon a 

very flat base for the lamps, very large and flat base.  At the same time in the 
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Persian period some of the classical Greek lamps were imported.  Those were 

closed lamps.  Not any more open lamps, not any more shell-shaped lamps as 

these are sometimes described. 

 All right.  Well, I hope that you have enjoyed taking a look at some of these 

ancient lamps.  I personally always find it fascinating to see how an archaeologist who 

has held thousands and thousands of pieces of pottery in their hands can look at them 

and look at the structure, look at the texture, look at the shape, look at the matrix of 

what all went into that pot, and give a date to it.  How precise they can be, it’s always 

fascinating to me.  And it’s fascinating to me to pick that up and to sit there and think 

that 2,500 years ago someone threw that pot away, dropped it accidentally and broke it, 

or what have you. 

 But at any rate, I hope you enjoyed seeing just that change of style and have a 

flavor for how archaeologists go about their business and how they inform our study of 

this ancient text of the Hebrew Bible. 

 


