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Notes on a Hellenistic Milk Pail

Yannis Chairetakis

Thanks to excavations, their findings and related studies, quite significant data on
Hellenistic plain pottery has been gathered. Within this framework some unusual plain vessels
are also incorporated, and recently Susan Rotroff offered an important identification of such
an unusual plain vessel from the Athenian Agora and Kerameikos as a milk pail'. In this short
text, I want to take the topic a little further, adding some notes on the shape, the name and the
function of these vessels.

Their shape can be deduced from several almost intact or fragmentary specimens found
in the Athenian Agora®, the Kerameikos*, Salamis® (fig. 1) and Macedonia® (table 1). In spite
of the absence of more samples, it is obvious that the vessels have adopted some common
morphological features, such as the globular body, the wide neck/lip and the long tubular
spout, while the variants from Macedonia to Attica and from Athens to Salamis show that
we have to do with many different workshops. Given that only three samples were known

RotroFr 2016.
I am grateful to folklorist Panayiotis Veltanisian for our long and stimulating discussions.

According to Rotroff (Rotrorr 2016, 407) the vessel »...is a large squat, cylindrical container,
about 34 centimeters in diameter and 24 centimeters high. The bottom is flat and the walls
vertical, curving in at the top to produce a slightly constricted opening. A wide, tubular spout
emerges from the wall somewhat below the rim and curves up to a flaring mouth. ... Two heavy
horizontal handles, round in section, are attached just below the rim and perpendicular to the
spout ...«. See also Rotrorr 2006, 117 nos. 327-328.

4 The vessel from Building Z3 at Kerameikos has »a flat bottom, nearly vertical sides, and a tubular
spout« (Rotrorr 2016, 414-415), and also »zwei seitlichen, schragstehenden Rundhenkeln und
einem senkrechten Bandhenkel zwischen Ausguf3 und Rand« (KnicGe 2005, no. 911).

5  The vessel derives from the oikos or the kitchen of a house at Ambelaki (CraireTakis 2011, 26;
CHaIreTAKIS 2018, 150-152). It has a flat bottom, globular body, a wide tubular spout emerging
from the wall, and two rectangular lugs. For the city at Ambelaki, Salamis see DExouLakou 2008;
Cuairerakis 2018. — 1 thank Panayiotis Dedevesis for the conservation of the vessel. The
conservation of the pottery material from the Salamis’ excavations was funded by Psychas
Foundation (Greece).

6  The vessel, somehow more delicate from the other ones, derives from a sanctuary at Mesimeri,
in the prefecture of Thessaloniki in Macedonia. Kefalidou (KerarLipou 2012, 455 fig. 15) gives the
following description: »Ring-form base, wide neck and nearly vertical walls with a wide, bulbous
body, on which a long cylindrical spout with truncated rim was opened. The handle root begins
immediately above the projection of the spout. The handle was attached to the rim, forming a
plastic lug on the interior at the point of junction.« Kefalidou (KerarLipou 2012, 433) also reports
that »a similar vase was found in the excavation of the Metroon at Lefkopetra, Imathia«.
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to Rotroft’, we realize the importance of her contribution. However, it must be pointed out
that, although the Hellenistic vessels were identified on the basis of the Ottoman-Modern
Cypriot vessels as milk pails®, there are many other similar milk pails from the Aegean, dated
from the early Byzantine to the Modern Greek period. Early Byzantine vessels derive from
Athens’, Spata in Attica'® (fig. 2, a), Samos'!, Thasos'?> and elsewhere'®. A Middle Byzantine
(12-13thc. CE) sample came to light at Akraiphnio, Boeotia' (fig. 2, b). Incidentally, there are
many more samples dated to the Ottoman-Modern Greek period from Naxos', Siphnos's,
Amorgos, Samos', Rhodes' (fig. 2, ¢) and elsewhere®. The Ottoman-Modern Greek vessels
—similar to those from Cyprus — have almost vertical walls without neck, like the Hellenistic
ones from Attica. On the basis of this analogy linking the late Classical-Hellenistic vessels with
the Byzantine-Modern Greek milk pails, we can see that all these vessels share many common
features®, and the differentiations are due to local traditions rather than function. Besides, we
have to accept changes in form over so many centuries, and I believe that the Byzantine and
Ottoman-Modern Greek variants give us the confirmation we need for the development and
the survival of a more ancient form.

We now need to name the ancient vessels, and there are three ancient Greek words
which correspond to the function of our vessel, as pail suitable for the procedure of milking.
These words are méAAa®, dpoAyevc?and yavAoc?, words which also survive in Byzantine

7 Rotroff was aware of the samples from the Athenian Agora and Kerameikos and not of that from
Macedonia. The vessel from Salamis is presented in my PhD Thesis (CraIrETAKIS 2018) for the
first time.

Rotrorr 2016, 411-414.
Liackouras 1973-1974, 38 fig. 47, b, late 4th —first half of the 5th c. CE.

10 Papanikora-Bakirtzi2002, 131 no.136 (E.Gkini-Tsofopoulou), late4th—firsthalf of the
5th c. CE.

11 Geroust 1992-1993, 259-260 no. 8048, 6th — early 7th c. CE.
12 Bronpg ET AL. 2010, 410 fig. 16, 7th c. CE.

13  Similar vessels originate from the Athenian Agora (Rosinson 1959, M 300, early 6th c. CE), Chios
(BALANCEETAL. 1989, 105n0s. 208-209, 6th—early 7th c. CE) and Yassi Ada (Bass—Doorninck 1982,
173-175 nos. P 35. P 38, early 7th c. CE).

14 Koirakou 1998, 108; ANAGNOsTAKIS — PapamasTorakis 2008, 223-226. See also: https://www.
medievalroutes.gr/el/sylloges/antikeimena/4360_el/

15 Psarorourou 2005, 59.

16 KorRre-ZoGRAFOU 1995, 252.

17 Korre-ZoGrarou 1995, 273.

18 ImEeLLOs — PorymeEroOU-Kamirakr 1983, 86. 329.

19 Like those from Cyprus (Rotrorr 2016, 411-414). More samples from Naxos, Siphnos, Patmos,
Rhodes can be seen in the Facebook page »Potters and Pottery of Greece«, supervised by Yorgos
Kyriakopoulos.

20 Rotrorr 2016, 412-414, for the comparison of the form.

21 LSJ2: méAAa; Athen. Deipn. 11, 91: éAAa dyyelov okv@oedéc, muOpéva €xov MAATUTEQOV, LG
0 fjueAyov 10 YaAa.

22 LSJ2: apoAyete, auoAyov, auéAyw; Theokr.eid.8, 85-87: ai dé Tt Af)c pe kal avtov au’
al moAéovta daLal, Tvav tav HTLAAV dWOo@ TA DIDAKTOA TOL alyx, ATIC VTIEQKEPAAAS
atel TOv apoAyéa mAngor; Theokr. eid. 25,106: AAAoc dpoAyov ely’, dAAoc toépel miova
teov; Anth. Gr.9,224: atyd pe v evOnAov, Sowv ékévwoev AdpoAyelg obBata maodwyv
TIOVAVYAAQRKTOTATNV, YELOAUEVOS, HEANDES Emel T'épodooarto TtiaQ. See also: SEG 42:818: év
apoAywt [AE atya Blat ék kIO EAavveL

23 LSJ2: yawvAog; Hom. Od. 9,223: yavAol te okagidec te, teTuypéva, toig évaueAyev. For the
word oka@ic see ANAGNOSTAKIS — PApaMasTORAKIS 2008, 223.
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Fig. 1 : Hellenistic milk pail from Salamis, Attica

a b c

Fig.2 : a. Early Byzantine milk pail from Spata, Attica; —b. Middle Byzantine milk pail from Akraiphnio,
Boeotia; — c. Modern Greek milk pail from Rhodes (AnacNosTakis — Papamastoraxis 2008,
figs. 27-29).

literature®. The examination of the Byzantine sources, as well as the depictions in mosaics,
frescoes etc., led scholars to conclude that pella is a wooden round vessel and gaulos a wooden
or metal one®. Furthermore, pella and amolgeus are used exclusively for the milking of the
animals®. As a consequence, the Byzantine clay vessels (fig. 4, a—b) were identified as amolgea?®.
What is more interesting is that the most common word for the Ottoman-Modern Greek vessel
is apuedg, a word deriving from the verb aguéyw/apéAyw as well®. Consequently, it seems
reasonable to use the ancient Greek name amolgeus for the late Classical-Hellenistic vessel.

24  ANAGNOSTAKIS — PArAMAsTORAKIS 2008, 223-228.
25 ANAGNOSTAKIS — PArAMASTORAKIS 2008, 223.
26 ANAGNOSTAKIS — PapaMmasTOrAKIS 2008, 223.

27 E.Gkini-Tsofopoulou (in Paranikora-Baxirrzi2002, 131 no.136) associated the Byzantine
vessel with the Modern Greek armeos, while ANAGNOSTAKIS — PAramMAasTORAKIS 2008, 223-226,
recommended the word amolgeus after the study of the Byzantine literature.

28 SkaNDALIDIS 2015, 112: appedc<appeyos/ aguoyos / apoAyos<aguéyw/apéAyw. Several other
relevant words come from this verb too: apueydot in Crete, apovey (i)t in Rhodes; Spers 1995,
94; ANAGNOSTAKIS — PApamasTorAKIS 2008, 235 note 39. In a Greek folk song for sheep keeping in
Naxos the armeos is mentioned (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r_fROrSLfiA). Many thanks
are due to Naxian Yannis Kritikos for the notice.
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Table 1
Late Classical — Hellenistic milk pails
. Diameter
Provenance Height Date
Base Body
Kerameikos
(Building Z3) 19,5 20 late 4th c. BCE
Mesimeri (Sanctuary) 24,8 17,2 sec_olr; (tiehzéﬁgocf %léé th
PP 12 10/11 -16/17 second half of 2nd c. BCE
Athenian Agora,
(RoTrorr 2006, 0. 328) 27 late 2nd — early 1st c. BCE
Athenian Agora, late 2nd c. BCE
(RoTroFE 2006, no. 327) 24,2 32 34,2 —early 1st c. CE

Approaching the function of our vessel, we can observe that the spout served for the
transfusion of milk to a bigger vessel® and, as a result, such a vessel was not suitable for the
transfer of milk from a place to another. Rotroff supports that these vessels were more likely
used primarily in rural areas and not in a city, while in cities the vessels were in storage®.
Indeed, according to ancient sources, during Classical and Hellenistic times the use of milk
in diet was limited and was preferred only by the people living in the countryside®. Thus,
the finding of this vessel only in urban contexts —in the Athenian Agora, the Kerameikos
(Building Z3) and Salamis — is a matter of big concern. Can we infer the possibility of keeping
an animal — probably a goat — within the house enclosure in cities by some families? The small
size of the vessel from Salamis, suitable for milking one goat®, may be a possible answer®.
Undoubtedly, we need more proofs for such an interpretation, and, more importantly, we have
to define how the ancient houses looked like with other noisy and stinking structures, such
as olive presses, kilns etc., included. Furthermore, such an interpretation does not necessarily
undermine the first possibility. On the other hand, the known sample from Macedonia comes
from a sanctuary®. In antiquity there were >sacred herds<, and animals belonging to a sanctuary,
especially sheep and goat, satisfied the needs for milk, wool, hair and manure instead of victims
in sacrifices®. Milk was essential to various kinds of libations too*. However, I do not concur
with the identification of this heavy vessel as a ritual vessel, especially when other smaller
spouted vessels, like the kantharoi with phallus-shaped spout”, could better serve as such.

29 ANAGNOSTAKIS — PArAMASTORAKIS 2008, 223-226; RoTrOFF 2016, 417.
30 Rorrorr2016,416-417.
31 Varavanis 2008, 90-91. Rotrorr 2016, 417 note 33.

32 For the bigger ones from the Athenian Agora Rotroff (RoTrorr 2016, 417) says that »the capacity
of the vessels, perhaps close to 10 liters, is easily sufficient for more than one animal«.

33  On the basis of what we know for other occupations in the ancient cities; for example, Rotroff
(Rotrorr 2006, 130-131) and more recently Mayrofrydis (Mayrorrypis 2015) have suggested the
urban beekeeping.

34 Thesanctuary at Mesimeriis probably a chtonian sanctuary of Demeter and Kore (KerarLipou 2012,
440).

35 JamEeson 2014, 220-222.
36 Exrotu 2002, 61. 65. 67.70. 75. 109. 278. 325.
37 Parra2012.
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In conclusion, the identification of this unusual vessel as a milk pail poses some new
questions that need answers. The form of the milk pail finds parallels in the ceramic repertoire
of the Aegean throughout the ages, and the ethnographic parallels can often lead to approach
many unknown aspects of the daily life in the ancient Greek world. Besides, pottery is not
a monolithic cultural product, and the search for the function and way of use of some clay
vessels is more complex than we usually think.
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