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1. Introduction

The aim of this and a subsequent paper is to make a synthesis of the evidence about hives
of the Ancient World from available sources of all types. Conjecture is also necessary, but
we have tried to keep this separate from statements about what is known. The evidence
has been collected during the past ten years; work has included excavations of hives in
Greece (AJG), and studies of hives similar to those of the Ancient World which have
been found still in use, especially in Egypt, Ethiopia, Greece, Italy and Kashmir (EC). In
addition, specimens of relic hives from many countries, which more or less complete the
range of hives known from ancient times, have been obtained for the IBRA Collection of
Historical and Contemporary Beekeeping Material.

In this first paper we present all the evidence known to the authors from pictorial
representations (Section 2), contemporary records (3) and literature (4). In the second
paper we shall discuss archaeological evidence: existing ancient hives and questions about
their management, and vessels that have been reported as hives but which must be
questioned, or which have had to be rejected.

The term Ancient World has been used in its normal context, and includes especially
Ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome. However, the period before the use of hives is not
dealt with; rock paintings provide evidence of honey hunting from wild nests of honey-
bees, which preceded beekeeping with the use of hives: in Spain'™ ', Africa®™ ** ¥,
and India!” ** 2%; a general discussion has also been published®. In principle our period
ends with the fall of the Western Roman Empire, around AD 400. Nevertheless, some
later but very relevant evidence is adduced, as well as evidence outside the classical
world. For the Americas where prehistory is usually regarded as lasting up to the arrival

of Columbus in 1492, the time scale is necessarily shifted forwards.

The literary evidence presented is probably as complete as it ever will be, though much
is known to have been lost. There is still a chance that the pictorial and—especially—
archaeological evidence may be enriched by further finds, and we hope that by putting on
record what is now known we may increase the likelihood of further apicultural finds
being recognized as such.

Perhaps the most notable outcome of the evidence presented is the immutability of
beekeeping material and methods, over thousands of years, in areas where there has been
no progress that demanded a change. It is always dangerous to say without proper
evidence that such and such a hive is the same as that used by the ancients, for sometimes
there have been significant changes. But it is refreshing to find today many of the hives
described by Roman writers, even down to details of size and shape. They are still in
living use, although in parts of the world quite distant from Rome.
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2. Evidence from pictorial representations

The earliest known evidence for honey harvesting is pictorial, and dates from 7000 BC or
even earlier, soon after the end of the Ice Age®®. Rock paintings in Europe, Africa and
Asia show honey hunting scenes; see Introduction.

Wall paintings at Catal Hijik in Anatolia date from 7000 BC, and some of these have
been interpreted® as representing honeybee combs; but even if this is so, they provide no
information about hives. The earliest known certain evidence about hives is, however,
pictorial, all of it from Ancient Egypt, the dates ranging from about 2400 to 600 BC. Then
there is a gap of well over a thousand years in known pictorial records of hives, until they
are depicted in some of the early illuminated manuscripts, around AD 1000. As far as we
have been able to establish, no definite representation of a hive in the Greek or Roman
art has survived to the present day. Those that have been taken as such are discussed in
our second paper. (There are on the other hand many Greek and Roman depictions of
bees, especially on coins but also on plaques, pottery, jewellery etc.; see e.g. Ransome™.)

In Central America, a few of the drawings in the Mayan Codex Tro-Cortesianus show
combs of stingless bees in containers of rectangular and circular cross-sections, which are
presumably hives; the pictures are not very informative. Several of them are reproduced
in Ransome’s Fig. 29 and 30. The Mayas were the greatest honey producers of all the
Central Americas, and the Codex is one of the few books that survived the Spanish
conquest in the 1500s.

The depictions of beekeeping scenes in Ancient Egypt are therefore doubly
important—for their great antiquity and for their rarity. There are four of them, listed
below. The first is now in the Aegyptischer Museum at Berlin in the DDR, but the other
three are still in situ in Egypt.

Date . Where reproduced
Dynasty Character and site (all are in Crane®)

1. ¢.2400 BC Stone bas-relief from wall of sun-temple Armbruster' Fig. 1
Sth of Neuserre at Abu Ghorab Wreszinski*®
Kuény?** Fig. 1

2. ¢.1450 BC Wall-painting of tomb (100) of Armbruster’ Fig. 3
18th Rekhmire Kuény** Fig. 2
3. ¢.1450 BC  Wall-painting of tomb 73 Save-Soderbergh*?
18th \
4. 660-525 BC  Incised and pairited relief on stone Armbruster” Fig. 7, 8
Saite pillar of tomb (279) of Fraser'* Fig. 6
Pabesa Kuény** Fig. 3

Crane’ Fig. 19.32/1

In this paper we are concerned only with information provided about hives.
Bas-relief 1 is fragmentary. A kneeling man is carrying out an operation on one of a

stack of six hives, blowing smoke through a vessel (part of which can be seen), but only

the extreme ends of the hives remain, so their shape is unknown. In the reproduction in
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the Catalogue of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo (and therefore in Fig. 1 below) a
further three hives have been inserted in a reconstruction of a missing piece of the relief
(Fig. 1). This relief can be interpreted only by reason of its similarity to the complete
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FiG. 1. Earliest known representation (c. 2400 BC) of hives (from which a beekeeper is taking
honey combs, left); honey is being packed in jars (right). From the sun-temple of Neuserre,
Abu Ghorab. Drawing from Egyptian National Museum Catalogue.

F1G. 2. Harvesting honey combs from hives (c. 1450 BC) using smoke, and (lefr) packing honey
into jars. From tomb 100, West Bank, Luxor. Reproduced from Crane®.
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picture in relief 4 (Fig. 4), which shows a stack of 8 complete cigar-shaped hives, with a
kneeling man facing their flat end and bees flying beyond their other end, which is
rounded.

Rekhmire’s tomb is open to the public, and wall-painting 2 (Fig. 2) is still complete,
near the entrance, where it can easily be seen in its full, fresh-looking colours. It shows a
similar view to no. 1, but of three short straight-sided hives, presumably cylindrical, their
length not much greater than their diameter. Again, the end nearer the operator is flat,
and the opposite end rounded. The shape of the hives is discussed below.

Wall-painting 3 is mostly destroyed. The scene is largely reconstructed in Séve-
Soéderbergh’s drawing (Fig. 3), and shows several similarities with that of Rekhmire (2)
which is of the same period. We do not know the name of the occupant of the tomb, but
he was, like Rekhmire, a very great official.

SR

Fi6. 3. (left) Honey harvesting from hives (c. 1450 BC) in tomb 73, West Bank, Luxor, as
reconstructed by Sive-Soderbergh*. Reproduced with permission of the Griffith Institute,
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

FiG. 4. (right) Honey harvesting from hives (660-625 BC), in tomb 279, West Bank, Luxor;
ends of four further hives are shown on the right. From Kuény?*,

The painted relief no. 4 (Fig. 4) is on one of the pillars of a small open courtyard in a
tomb that is kept sealed. The pillar has been broken off on the right (probably by soldiers
of Alexander the Great), and part of the beekeeping scene is missing.

In 1978 one of us (EC) was able to inspect both representations that are reasonably
complete (no. 2 and 4), and also to see traditional ‘pipe’ hives in use in Lower and Middle
Egypt. The bluish-grey colour of the hives in representations 2 and 4 makes it likely that

,they were made of unbaked clay, as are the pipe hives used today. The only other
" coloured painting (no. 3) is described by Sdve-Soderbergh, who writes about the hives:
‘eleven leaden-coloured jars (?) ... from their shape and colour they are probably
beehives of unbaked clay’.

All these hives have been referredito as clay cylinders or pipe hives, probably because
stacks of such hives are used today in Egypt. Many writers seem to regard them as
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identical with those currently used, but this is not quite true. Existing hives measured in
1979 were externally about 120 cm in length, 8 times the diameter (15 cm); Mellor™!
quotes 137 cm X 17 cm, which gives the same ratio. In scenes 2 and 4, where complete
hives can be measured, the ratio is only 2-4 and 2-6-3-7 respectively. Moreover the
construction of hives nowadays rolls them into a cylindrical shape, although hives in one
apiary seen, made without the usual equipment, were bulbous and not unlike those in
scene 4.

Fig. 1 shows honey handling on the right; scenes from which Fig. 2 and Fig. 4 are taken
have additional representations of honey handling, not shown here. It is interesting that
in Kashmir in northern India, which derived much of its culture from the Middle East, the
standard container for comb honey is a pair of (red) baked clay dishes, one inverted over
the other and sealed together with mud. These are of exactly the same shape (ratio of
height to diameter) as red pottery vessels on the far left of scene no. 2, and have the same
low projecting base®. We do not know of their existence elsewhere, at any time in the
3400 years since scene 2 was painted.

No bees are visible in the incomplete scenes 1 and 3; in no. 2 (1450 BC) one is shown
flying near the beekeeper and the opened end of the hives (referred to here as the back).
In no. 4 (650 BC), two are similarly shown, and also many more flying beyond the hives.

Primitive hives are known in which there was no flight entrance for the bees except
where the beekeeper got access to the honey combs to remove them. Other hives were
less primitive, the bees flying from the front end and the honey being taken from the
back; honey combs could be harvested from such hives by using smoke to drive the bees
away from the opened back towards the flight entrance at the front, where they could fly
out. Fig. 4 suggests that, at any rate by the time of Pabesa, beekeepers had advanced
from the awkward system of removing honeycombs from the front of the hive (containing
the flight entrance) to the more convenient one of smoking the bees through from the
back of the hive towards the front, and some of them out through the entrance. We are
unlikely to learn whether this is so. In our second paper hives are described similar to
those shown in scene 4, that are currently used in this way in Ethiopia. Hives of a similar
shape to those in scene 2, but of baked clay, will also be discussed.

It seems to us possible that the back of the hive was broken off to harvest the honey, as
is done today with mud hives in Ethiopia. This is easy to do, and the hive is repaired with
new mud obtained by mixing water with earth on the spot. It is worth noting that, in scene
4, four hives of a second row are just visible on the right, and that they are more pointed
than the backs (or the fronts?) of the complete row.

The shape of the harvested honey combs in scene 2 is easily accounted for if the bees
built their combs across the hive. This is usually favoured by beekeepers for ease of
harvesting; nowadays it is achieved by fixing one or two combs across a hive before a
swarm is put in it, or by smearing bands of wax across the top of the hive at the
appropriate distance apart. This practice is known in Crete as well as Egypt.

Except for these scenes from the civilization of Ancient Egypt, which between them
span 1900 years, no pictorial representations of hives are known until about AD 1000,
when a number of illuminated manuscripts (described by Avery?®; compare with Cavallo®)
were produced in Italy, of which 20 show hives, and several depict a beekeeping scene.
These are known as the Exultet Rolls, from the first word of the hymn in praise of the
beeswax paschal candle, blessed in the service held by the Roman church on Holy



TasLe 1. Beckeeping scenes in jthe Exultet Rolls.
In column 1 * = no note by Avery*: in final colump C8. C25 etc. = Plate no. in Cavallo™.

Avery’s Present Rectangular Cvlindrical No. ﬂh_
Plate no. location Provenance Date hives hives tiers width Special features
IX* Bari Bari (1) c. 1025 . 17 — 2 Fig. 7, C8; sce end of Section
XXII Bari Bari (2) 1050-1175 — 2? 1 €25, man. trees. birds. bees on
flowers
XXVII Capua Capua 1000-1050 5 . lors 4 many flying bees
XXXII Gaeta Gaeta (1) 10001050 37 or 3? 1 IR%! cach hive on legs: nativity scene
XXXVII  Gaeta Gacta (2) 1070-1100 — 4 4 5 trecs, flying bees
XLI* . Gaeta Gacta (3) 1100s 9 — 3 24 trees: ?bees in 5 hives
L British Museum Montecassino (1) c. 1080 1 or — 1 5 man taking honcy from side/
bottom of hive: like part of CLI
Lv* John Rylands SE Ttaly 900s—1000s — 2 1 3 shows inside of onc hive, with
Library, Manchester bees on combs
LIX Mirabella Mirabella— 6 4 5 3 2 men taking honey from cnd of
Eclano hive: flying swarm with queen
LXTI* Montecassino S. Italy 1000-1100 — 2 1 2 Fig. 6: hives on legs: nativity scene
LXIX Montecassino Montecassino (2) 1105-1118 — 9 or 12 3 2-2%2  hives barred. shape not clear
LXXIX  Bibliotheque Fondi 1100-1130 — 4 2 312 hive barred. trees. becs drawn
Nationale, Paris as birds
XCIIT* Pisa S. -Italy 1000-1100 — . — — tree. flying bees. no hives
XC1vV same Roll as XCIII 10001100 32 or 3? 3 3 Fig. 5; man taking honey from
end of hive
CXXVII* Biblioteca Benevento 1100-1200 9 — 3 2 hives stacked 3 x 3. on stand with
Casanatense, Rome legs; see Cranc’ Fig. 38
CXLII Biblioteca S. Vincenzo 981-987 6 4 N 3> cf. LIX, spikes through
Vaticana, Rome al Volturno rectangular hives
CLI Biblioteca . Montecassino (3) 1070-1100 3 — 1 5 2 men taking honey from side/
Vaticana ' bottom: 2 men taking swarm;
(Barberini), Rome scc Crane’ Fig. 23
CLXI* Salerno S TItaly 1200s 4 4 4 3 as in LIX and CXLII, the two
types of hive alternate
CLXV Troia Troia (1) c. 1050 10? — 57 — C31, MS sewn across hives
CLXVIII Troia Troia (2) 1100-1130 10 — 5 4 C36; clearer than CLXV
CLXXXII Troia Troia (3) 1150-1200 7 — 7 6 C57: hives have projecting lids

and 3 entrance holes

No. hives per tier (omitting XXVII): 1 (6); 2 (1); 3 (4): 4 (2); 5 (4); 6 (0); 7 (1).



Saturday. Wax, not honey, was the product of the bees that mattered here.

Table 1 gives information on hives shown in these manuscripts, of which only 2 are
copies from others, and Fig. 5-7 are reproduced from three of them. In many respects the
hives conform to descriptions from Ancient Rome, and they are therefore important in
the present context. Cylindrical hives are shown in 11 and rectangular hives in 12 of the
paintings; both types are shown in some. Hives are shown lying singly in 6 paintings; they
appear to be stacked two deep in 1, three deep in 4, four deep in 2, five deep in 4 and
seven deep in 1. We suspect (especially with high numbers) that hives may have been
drawn to complete a certain area in the design. None of the paintings show any evidence
of a wall or platform, such as the Romans used; on the other hand 5 show clearly that the
hive(s) stood on four legs of wood cut from a suitable tree.

The length of the hives is usually 2 to 3% times the width or diameter; in 5 manuscripts
the ratio is more (up to six times) and in 1 it is rather less than 2. We know that these are
not scale drawings, but in general the proportions conform fairly well with the Roman
practice.

FiG. S. Honey harvesting from hives as shown in an Exultet Roll made in southern Italy
between 1000 and 1100 (Avery® Plate XCIV). Reproduced from original in Museo Civico di
S. Matteo, Pisa.

All hives shown are long horizontal containers; they are often stacked vertically, tightly
together, although in a few manuscripts the hives represented could alternatively be side
by side. The hives resemble those of both Ancient Egypt and Rome in their parallel
arrangement, the flight entrance in an end, and in the fact that where a beekeeper is
working at a hive he is usually opening it at one end. A manuscript made in southern Italy
in the 1000s (Fig. 5) shows a scene very reminiscent of the Egyptian ones, with a kneeling
beekeeper with hives on his right, holding a smoker in one hand and, with the other,
piling honey combs into a stemmed vessel. No bees are shown flying outside the hives.
The hatchings across the hives perhaps indicate combs inside them. In the original, two
bees are visible inside the top hive, towards the right, and two in the bottom hive, towards
the left. The egg-shaped vessel on top of the three hives is puzzling. No hive in any of the



FiG. 6. Scene from an Exultet Roll (Avery® Plate LXI) of a similar provenance to Fig. 5;

it includes two hives on platforms with legs, and bees flying in and around the hive. See

text for further details. Reproduced from original in the Library of the Abbey of
Montecassino.

other scenes has a shape like this. Cylindrical hives in Avery’s Plates LXIX, LXXIX and
CLXTI? carry somewhat similar bands, and all we can say is that it is more likely to
represent a hive than anything else. According to her note: ‘The scene progresses from
right to left: the honey is taken from the hives, the comb is tested and finally the honey
presented in a gold vessel to the master by the foreman, whose garments (but not the
feet) are restored as a woman’s.’

Of the hives that are rectangular in cross-section, some seem to be made of planks.
Two manuscripts from Montecassino (c. 1080) show honey being taken from the hives
which are opened not at the end, but by removing the side (or bottom) rather in the way
that traditional hives in Carniola (N. Yugoslavia) are worked today. One of the
manuscripts (Avery Plate CLI) is reproduced in colour elsewhere®.

The two hives with flying bees in Fig. 6 fill in the top corners of a nativity scene. Each is
clearly a horizontal cylindrical hive on a platform supported by legs or small pillars.
4 Fig. 7, taken from a manuscript made in Bari (Avery Plate 1X), shows much action and
also equipment used. Cavallo® describes it as ‘rich in realistic movement; the activity of
the beekeepers, the production of the wax, the capture of a swarm’ . . . ‘outside any
traditional iconographical scheme’. In our view the two men on the left could well be
dealing with a wild colony in a log (rather than with a hive), smoking the bees and
collecting their honey combs.
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