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Introduction

Survival of knowledge about traditional methods of beekeeping is inevitably en-
dangered by the current spread of more effective methods. One result is a quickened
interest in the methods and equipment that have been in use, almost unchanged, for
centuries or even millenia. Recent discoveries of actual examples of ancient hives
(and pseudo-hives) have given this interest a popular appeal. With the relative ease of
travel nowadays to what used to be remote and inaccessible places, there is a need for
some sort of classification scheme and identification guide for primitive and traditional
hives, and suggestions towards these ends are made here. It is hoped that they will be
useful as a framework for reference and for discussions, and as an aid in identifying
objects as hives (or as not hives) in further searches for evidence of early beekeeping.
It seems more useful initially to publish a short introductory account than to provide
documentation on all the hive types referred to.

The classification suggested is based on a consideration of types cf primitive hives
that still survive, or of which we have firm evidence. Most such hives are used for
Apis mellifera, but some are for Apis cerana (e.g. Fig. 6) and others for stingless bees
and other bees which build different types of nests from the parallel combs of the two
Apis species. Apis dorsata and Apis florea are excluded here, because they do not nest
in a cavity or hive. These species have traditionally been exploited by honey hunting
—and recently Apis dorsata has also been “kept” in open hives.

Hive materials and construction
Most primitive hives were constructed mainly from plant materials, either wood (W),
or stems/twigs (S), or fruits/leaves (F), using one of the following techniques:

Wood (W)

W1 Hewn out from a tree trunk (Fig. 1)

W2 Made from a section of bark removed from a tree trunk, including cork (Fig. 5)
W3 Carpentered from wooden boards

Stems/twigs (S)

S1 Woven twigs, cane, reeds, etc. (Fig. 4)

S2  Coiled-work of straw, sedge, reeds, etc. (Fig. 3)

S3  Plaited grass, straw, etc.

S4  (Straight) stems of reeds, ferula, etc., bound together

Fruit/leaves (F)

F1 Gourds :
F2 Large nut shells Fi
F3 Constructed from leaves/flower parts in various ways | (Fi8 6)

The other important source of hive material was the earth, which yielded mud, stone,
and clay—which could be sun-dried or baked:
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