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Patterns of Pottery Usage in Middle 
Bronze Age Canaanite Palaces

Inbal Samet and Assaf Yasur-Landau

University of Haifa 

The article explores patterns of pottery usage in Middle Bronze Age palaces 
in Israel, examining mainly aspects of feasting and storage. Middle Bronze 
palatial assemblages are typologically similar to assemblages from 
contemporaneous domestic contexts. Prestige vessels are rare and can 
usually be associated with banqueting. Vessel-type ratios in assemblages 
from MB I palaces exhibit a balance between storage and food preparation 
and consumption. However, the assemblages in the MB II palaces vary 
considerably. While some were geared toward serving food and drink, 
others reflect a stronger emphasis on storage. Feasting activities in 
Canaanite palaces, as reflected by the ceramics, was on a significantly 
smaller scale than it was in palaces in the Aegean or other Near Eastern 
regions. Storage spaces in Middle Bronze Canaanite palaces were also on 
a smaller scale and not intended for public purposes. Finally, the usage of 
imported or specialized (ceremonial or oversized) vessels was limited in 
Canaanite palaces.

Keywords  Middle Bronze Age, Canaanite palaces, palatial economy, 
domestic archaeology

The early second millennium BCE in the eastern Mediterranean was characterized by the 
appearance of multi-room structures with economic, political and religious functions. These 
edifices first appeared in Anatolia and Crete, and then in Syria and Canaan. By ca. 1800 
BCE palaces existed from Phaistos in the west to Babylon in the southeast (Broodbank 
2013: 355–367). Trading networks, concerned mainly with the supply of metals, the 
strategic resources of Bronze Age economy, extended from southern Mesopotamia to 
Anatolia and the Aegean, connecting palatial economies. 
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In the southern Levant, multi-room structures dated to the Middle Bronze Age 
(ca. 1950–1540 BCE)1 were denoted as palaces for their size and the number of rooms 
exceeding those of domestic structures, and for their massive, elaborate construction. 
More than a dozen examples were excavated at sites such as Megiddo, Tel Kabri, Tell 
el >Ajjul, Aphek and Lachish (Oren 1992). Though palaces and finds within them can 
provide crucial insights into the nature of Canaanite rulership and political economy, they 
have to date been studied almost exclusively from an architectural point of view (Wright 
1985: 269–281; Oren 1992; Nigro 1994; Miglus 2004: 257–259). Pottery—the most 
ubiquitous component of material culture—has never been discussed in a comparative 
matter for these palaces. The avoidance of this topic may be connected to a perceived 
absence of evidence from the southern Levant: In contrast to Syro-Mesopotamian 
palaces, such as Mari and Alalakh, none of the Middle Bronze Canaanite palaces 
yielded any written documents that can shed light on activities within the palace or on 
the character of Canaanite rulership and political economy. Furthermore, in contrast 
to Syro-Mesopotamian palaces, as well as to Aegean palaces such as those at Knossos, 
Phaistos and, even later, Pylos, Canaanite palaces did not readily provide evidence 
for the existence of rooms with specific functions that are perceived as attributes of 
palaces, such as storerooms, workshops, offices, service rooms, residential quarters 
and shrines (Oren 1992: 105). Functional analysis was further hindered until recent 
years, as many palatial assemblages had not been excavated using modern methods 
and were not published in a final form available for study. Three examples were made 
available by the early 2000s: the material from the elite precinct in Shechem (Cole 
1984; with corresponding stratigraphy in Campbell 2002), Aphek Palace II (Yadin and 
Kochavi 2000) and initial results from Kabri (Kempinski 2002). Later publications 
changed this picture dramatically: Palaces I and III at Aphek (Gadot and Yadin 2009), 
the large ceramic assemblage from the Level P-4 palace at Lachish (Singer-Avitz 
2004; Ussishkin 2004) and, recently, additional assemblages from all phases of the 
palace at Kabri (Samet 2015). With these publications at hand, the amount of ceramic 
material from Middle Bronze palaces reached a tipping point, allowing a comparative 
study. In this paper we present some insights on patterns of pottery consumption and 
related spatial distribution of activities in MB I (Aphek I and II, Kabri Phase DW VI) 
and MB II (Aphek III, Lachish Level P-4, Shechem’s ‘courtyard complexes’, Kabri 
Phase DW III) Canaanite palaces. A study of the pottery found in these palaces is not 
without difficulties, since none of them was fully excavated, and they differ from one 
another in their preservation states and in depositional processes. At the same time, we 
are certain that this dataset of thousands of complete vessels and sherds is sufficiently 
robust to yield relevant insights, or at least to provide hypotheses that can be tested 
against results from future excavations at these sites.

1 In this article we follow Bietak’s chronological scheme for the Middle Bronze Age: MB I = 
ca. 1950/1920–1700 BCE; MB II = ca. 1700–1600 BCE; and MB III = ca. 1600–1540/1470 
BCE. Radiocarbon dates could push these absolute dates backward considerably (cf. Bietak 
and Höflmayer 2007: Fig. 1).
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Methodology
Three themes can be distinguished when dealing with pottery assemblages from palatial 
contexts in the eastern Mediterranean, all relating to aspects of political economy: The 
first is the consumption of food and drink in a palatial setting. Be it ordinary meals or 
banquets funded by the palace to gain support, food consumption is guaranteed to leave 
its mark on the palatial material remains in the form of numerous vessels, such as bowls 
and cups used for the serving of food and beverages to a crowd (e.g., Wright 2004; Bendall 
2004; Yasur-Landau et al. 2012).

The second theme is storage, connected with the ability of the palace to gather resources 
for redistribution among its residents and dependents, as well as for contributing to feasts 
or financing them. An interrelated role of storage is to facilitate a staple economy, allowing 
the palace to pay for services and commodities with agricultural goods stored for this 
purpose. Storage is manifested in the palatial material culture by substantial numbers of 
large ceramic containers, such as storage jars or pithoi (e.g., Nakassis 2010; Christakis 
2011; Militello 2012: 258–260). The stationary nature of these large receptacles, which 
were often left behind even when buildings were cleared out and abandoned, contributes 
further to their ubiquity in the archaeological record.

A third theme is the use of special pottery within the palace, i.e., pottery that is 
different in quality, size or typology from that used in households, or an increased use of 
luxurious pottery wares, such as Orange Burnished ware and fine-painted wares in palatial 
contexts in Ebla (Nigro 2002: 320–321; Matthiae 2013: 152). An assemblage from a pit 
near the palace of Ebla was ascribed to palatial deposits as it contained large kraters and 
some mass-produced bowls of types considered unusual in the domestic assemblage 
known at the site (Peyronel 2008: 179–180). Imported pottery, also used in some palaces, 
was sometimes incorporated into existing banqueting practices, like the rarely exported 
Cypriot BR I kraters found in the Late Bronze palace in Level VI in Alalakh (Bergoffen 
2005: 41; 2007).

A readily available and tested quantitative paradigm for the evaluation of storage and 
serving activities using ceramic assemblages is Daviau’s weighted model for the identification 
of domestic activities based on small finds (Daviau 1993: 34–47, 64–65, Table 2.12). It was 
constructed based on meticulous compilation of vessel and tool assemblages from domestic 
units at Middle and Late Bronze Levantine sites, and on information from two ethnographic 
studies. It presents a statistical breakdown of vessel classes to each assumed specific 
function—choosing the values for each category based on several factors and tested on the 
best-preserved and best-reported assemblages for the most common activities at Canaanite 
sites. The most relevant paradigms for our study are those related to food preparation and 
storage. According to these, an assemblage dedicated to food preparation and consumption 
includes cooking vessels (23%), bowls (46%), storage jars (13%), jugs and juglets (13%) 
and others (5%). An assemblage dedicated to storage includes bowls (12%), storage jars 
(72%), jugs and juglets (12%) and others (4%). 

The pottery assemblages analyzed in this study include all published diagnostic 
ceramic material from floors and accumulations on floors found within the palaces, 
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excluding contexts designated as fills and insecure loci. Pottery from special features 
and installations associated with the palace, such as hearths, tombs and drains, was also 
included. All diagnostic pottery, both complete and fragmentary, was included in the 
analysis, following the observation made by Panitz-Cohen (2006: 224) on Middle and Late 
Bronze domestic assemblages, that secondary deposits containing pottery sherds often 
have a similar composition to the repertoires from primary contexts containing complete 
or nearly complete in situ vessels.

The vessels in the following tables were grouped into functional categories: thus, large 
storage vessels, mainly storage jars and pithoi, were treated as a single category. Similarly, 
cooking-pots and baking trays were counted together. At the same time, differentiation 
was kept between shallow bowls, used for serving food, and deep bowls of all types 
(including goblets) used for serving drinks (Ziffer 1990: 31*–33*). The category ‘other’ 
includes vessels, most of which may have had some form of ceremonial function, including 
zoomorphic and miniature items. For the sake of clarity, each table presents a comparison 
between assemblages from palaces of the same period (i.e., MB I and MB II). In addition 
to the comparison between the palaces, we examined the spatial distribution of pottery 
within each palace to see if the finds could be used to determine distinct activity areas; in 
this we followed, for the most part, the methodology used by Daviau (1993: 64–65) for the 
identification of activity areas within domestic assemblages. Naturally, the identification 
of such areas was considerably simpler in the cases of palaces that exhibited destruction 
levels with numerous in situ vessels, such as Kabri Phase DW III and Lachish Level P-4. 

Brief description of the palaces examined
A common feature shared by all the palaces explored in this article is one or more large 
inner courtyard(s) with adjacent or surrounding rooms, all providing ceramic data.

Aphek Palace I: The earliest and most fragmentary of the buildings examined, 
was denoted as a palace for its monumental nature. This structure, which stands on the 
northwestern edge of the mound (Area X)—the city’s acropolis—is the earliest of four 
Middle Bronze palaces at Aphek; it is dated to the middle of the MB I (Aphek Phase 
2). Excavations exposed part of its northern and eastern wings, adjacent to the city wall 
(Yadin 2009b: 7–18, Fig. 2.2). The extant remains of this edifice include the corner of 
a courtyard, assumed to have covered ca. 45 sq m (Locus 7169), with a circular hearth 
containing a large quantity of ash and burnt bones and an intramural burial (T7195). Parts 
of two rooms were excavated to the south of the courtyard; both contained fire installations, 
perhaps associated with cooking.

Aphek Palace II: The acropolis at Aphek was abandoned during the MB I and the 
palatial functions were transferred to Area A, on the western slope of the tell (Yadin and 
Kochavi 2000: 151 n. 2; Yadin 2009b: 19). The excavated area of Palace II, dating to 
middle–late MB I, covers at least 750 sq m, indicating that the total size was larger; still, 
it provides a good sample of the entire palace (Yadin and Kochavi 2000: 151, 153). The 
residential quarters of the palace were not found, and most of the excavated area was 
dominated by two large plastered courtyards (60 and 421). It is possible that the northern 
part of Courtyard 60 was covered by a roof supported by pillars. A notable feature of 
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the palace is the intramural burials found beneath its courtyard’s floors, containing the 
remains of two infants and three adults. The burial method was to cut a rectangular pit 
into the plaster for the deceased and patch the floor after the burial. The modest ceramic 
grave offerings indicate that these were not elite tombs (Yadin and Kochavi 2000: 156). 
Apart from these interments, the remains of an open hearth with numerous layers of 
burnt clay and animal bones were unearthed in the second phase of Courtyard 547, east 
of Courtyard 60 (ibid.: 152).  

Aphek Palace III: In the course of the MB II, royal functions were returned to Area X 
with the construction of Palace III, in part over the remains of Palace I (Yadin 2009b: 19, 
Fig. 2.18). The excavated part (Stratum X16; Yadin 2009b: 19) yielded a complete wing, 
which includes a vast courtyard (10 m × 18 m) that was partially roofed, as indicated by 
two large column bases, 2 m in diameter each. Nine smaller rooms enclosed this central 
courtyard on the north, east and south. In contrast to previous palaces at Aphek, no burials 
were found under the floors. 

Lachish Level P-4 palace: Built over the remains of its predecessor (in Level P-5), 
the MB II Level 4 palace in Area P at Lachish was revealed over an area of more than 
1100 sq m, exposing a large segment of the building (Ussishkin 2004: 53–56, 152–160). 
This phase was destroyed by a massive fire, probably before the end of the MB II, during 
the 17th century BCE (Singer-Avitz 2004: 927). The entire ceramic corpus found in the 
Level P-4 palace was restored and published. The excavated area may be reconstructed 
as an L-shaped structure composed of southern and northern wings flanking a large 
western or central courtyard, at least 23 m × 25 m in size (ibid.: 152–160, Fig. 4.17). The 
eastern side and the northeastern and southeastern corners are delineated by rooms, some 
of which were not accessible from the courtyard. The eastern wing contained an inner 
courtyard (5106) with ample evidence of food preparation. North of it was a three-room 
unit marking the northeastern edge of the large courtyard). Other rooms were located 
in this wing, south of the inner courtyard, including a room that contained storage jars 
(3125). The southern wing contained three excavated rooms, including an additional 
storeroom (3106). 

Shechem Field VI, Stratum XIX: A Middle Bronze compound of monumental 
proportions was excavated on the acropolis of Shechem (Field VI, Strata XX–XVIII). The 
northern area of the Stratum XIX enclosure (from which most finds from clear contexts 
originated) was separated from the southern area by an alley. Entrance Hall 605, which 
was previously connected to the main building, had been detached from it, a path to it 
repaved, and a row of seven stones was set against its northern wall, opposite the doorway. 
A child jar burial (608) was interred in the western corner of this hall (Campbell 2002: 
52–55). A large courtyard extended north and west of the hall. The western border of the 
southern part of the complex comprised a row of six rooms (9, 8, 16–18) and a cluster 
of four rooms (10, 11, 13, 15); a walled courtyard (12) formed its northern border. An 
L-shaped courtyard (14) was minimally excavated (Campbell 2002: 66) and no finds were 
found on its fragmentary floors.

The rooms in the north yielded two ovens, three stone-lined pits, a kneading block 
and a mortar (ibid.: 61). A secondary intramural jar burial was found under the floor 
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of Room 9 (ibid.: 58–60). The smallest room in the complex (16) was fitted with a 
drain running toward the main street’s drain to the west. Slag pieces found here led 
to the conclusion that this room was used for casting copper (ibid.: 64). The remains 
of two ovens were also found in a room in the cluster comprising the northern part of 
the building.

Kabri: The palace at Tel Kabri is located in the eastern part of the mound, possibly 
abutting the Middle Bronze rampart from inside the city. It presents a picture of continuous 
development from the MB I (Phase DW IV) to its destruction during the MB II, probably 
during the early 16th century BCE (Phase DW III = Kempinski and Niemeier’s Stratum 
3c; Yasur-Landau, Cline and Goshen 2015). As in the case of Lachish, the final destruction 
provides a good ceramic record, including much restorable pottery.

Phase DW VI: A small portion of the eastern edge of the MB I palace has been 
exposed in the northeastern part of Area DW, below the remains of the later palace. This 
edifice, possibly fort-like, constructed of very thick stone walls, features a thick plaster 
floor. It was expanded significantly during the MB I–II transition, renovated at least once 
during the MB II, and probably expanded westwards once more at a late stage of the MB 
II (Yasur-Landau, Cline and Goshen 2015: 357). 

Phase DW III: The MB II palace (Stratum 3) may have been one of the largest 
Middle Bronze structures in the southern Levant, with an estimated floor area of as much 
as 4000 sq m, if not more. The palace has been the focus of two large-scale excavations, 
and at least 1500 sq m of its area was exposed (Kempinski 2002; Yasur-Landau et 
al. 2012). The focal point of the palace was a ceremonial wing. It was composed of 
elaborate Hall 611, furnished with a painted floor and with an annex (Room 740) to 
its north. West of Hall 611 was the ‘Orthostat Building’, a two-room complex with 
walls fitted with orthostats and with an ashlar-paved floor, possibly used for banquets. 
A series of halls and smaller rooms, most of which are arranged around small inner-
Court 703, extend east of Hall 611; they are interpreted as a residential wing. Some 
of these rooms yielded destruction deposits with finds that probably originated from 
the upper story of the palace (Oren 2002: 61). At least two of the halls (1434 and 798) 
contained hearths and can be related to social gatherings. Segments of massive walls 
excavated further to the east (Shalem 2009) may be part of the eastern extremity of 
the palace. West of the ceremonial wing was a series of at least four interconnected 
storerooms built against the ‘Orthostat Building’. They contained a large number of 
in situ storage jars and pithoi, crushed by the final collapse of the palace (Koh, Yasur-
Landau and Cline 2014).

Is there Canaanite palatial pottery?
Typologically, nearly all of the pottery types found in MB I and II palaces are similar to 
ones found in domestic contexts of the same period. This facilitated the comparative work 
of scholars on the ceramic assemblages, as they could easily find parallels to the palatial 
ceramic assemblages in non-palatial sites. At the same time, there are occurrences of a 
relatively small number of vessels that are unique in size or shape, and can, for the most 
part, be connected with banqueting (Samet 2015: 388). Examples include large spouted 
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kraters from Kabri, found in almost all phases of the palace, from DW VI to DW III (Samet 
2015: Fig. 8), which were likely used to serve drinks. A large decorated ‘Chocolate on 
White’ amphora was found in Hall 611 (Kempinski, Gershuny and Scheftelowitz 2002: 
Fig. 5.62); analysis of additional fragments from it found by the renewed excavation 
team showed that it had contained red wine (A. Koh, personal communication). Another 
special vessel found in a palatial context is the unique boot-shaped drinking vessel from 
the inner court of the palace at Lachish—locally made, but perhaps inspired by Anatolian 
prototypes (Clamer 2004).

Imported fine-ware pottery was found in only two of the palaces—Lachish and Tel 
Kabri. These finds were limited to sherds. The imported repertoire at Lachish Level P-4 
was dominated by WP III and WP V jugs and juglets (Singer-Avitz 2004: Figs. 16.12: 3, 
8–9, 16.34: 11, 16.36: 3, 4). Few Red on Red bowls (ibid: Figs. 16.29: 5; 16.37: 1) were 
found in later or unstratified contexts. Similarly, almost all Cypriot vessels represented in 
Kabri Phase DW III are closed items—WP jugs or juglets. Sherds of Red on Red bowls 
are known from earlier phases (Maguire 2009: 53; Samet 2015: 390). The fact that such 
vessels were found in private houses, as well as in MB II Galilee tombs, indicates that 
access to them was not limited to people of distinguished status. The emphasis on closed 
forms further suggests that they were used in palatial contexts for their contents and were 
not incorporated into the local practices of serving food and drink. At the same time, four 
zoomorphic vessels found at Tel Kabri (Kempinski, Gershuny and Scheftelowitz 2002: 
Fig. 5.55: 3–5, 8) may have had a ceremonial use, perhaps similar to that of the bird-
shaped vessels found in the favissa of the MB II temple at Hazor (Zuckerman 2006: 32; 
Gershuny 2011).

A comparison between vessel-type ratios in the MB I2 palaces (Fig. 1) reveals a 
general similarity between Aphek Palace I, Aphek Palace II and Kabri Phase DW VI, with 
a greater similarity between Aphek Palace II and Kabri Phase DW VI, both belonging 
to the same period (late MB I), than that between the different phases of Aphek. The 
emphasis in the assemblages from the three MB I palaces is on both storage and food 
consumption, with a more significant tendency toward storage in Aphek I. Bowls and 
accompanying jugs and kraters, used for serving food and drink, comprise ca. 45% 
of the total. The similar ratio of open and closed bowls in Kabri DW VI and Aphek II 
suggests that commensal feasting activity in these palaces involved eating and drinking 
equally. As for food preparation, the number of cooking-pots is low: between 3% and 
8%. Conspicuously absent are vessels that may be related to cultic activity, such as 
decorated stands, seven-cup bowls or other miniature vessels. While these numbers 
conform neither to the food preparation and consumption paradigm nor to the storage 
paradigm suggested by Daviau, they are closer to an average between these two. Such a 
hypothetical average would include 41% bowls and jugs, 42% storage jars, 12% cooking-

2 This analysis is based on published typological reports from Yadin 2009a (for Aphek Palace  I) and 
Beck 2000 (for Aphek Palace II) and on the data gleaned during the new excavations at Kabri. 
The number of vessels and diagnostic sherds used in this study are as follows: Aphek Palace I: 
86, Aphek Palace II: 124, Kabri Phase DW VI: 266.
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pots and 5% other vessels. This similarity ascribes the ceramic assemblage from these 
three MB I palaces to a combination of storage and food consumption activities. As for 
food preparation, the low ratio of cooking-pots requires explanation. One possibility, 
explored below, is that whereas some of the storage and serving vessels were related to 
functions of serving food and drink at feasts, the food was cooked elsewhere, or simply 
not prepared in cooking-pots. At the same time, the cooking-pots found in the palace, 
identical to those found in contemporaneous private houses, were used mainly for daily 
cooking needs of the palace.

Figure 2  Comparison of vessel types from four MB II palaces.

Figure 1  Comparison of vessel types from three MB I palaces.
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The comparison of the ceramic assemblages in the MB II palaces3 (Fig. 2) shows 
considerable variability in the representation of different vessel classes. Shechem, perhaps 
the ‘least palatial’ of all MB II examples in monumentality (for a summary of the debate 
on the nature of this edifice, see Campbell 2002: 93–96), shows a strong emphasis on 
service of food and drink, with the least amount of storage observed among the examples. 
While 56% of the Shechem assemblage is comprised of serving vessels, only 19% of 
it was used as storage vessels (yet with a high frequency of juglets), and a low 5% of 
it used for cooking. These ratios are considerably closer to Daviau’s paradigm for food 
preparation and consumption than to her storage paradigm.

The assemblage from the MB II palace at Tel Kabri is dominated by storage vessels, 
which comprise more than 60% of the assemblage, and even more if we count the dipper 
juglets. Serving items make up less than 20% of the vessels and show a preference for 
deep bowls used for drinking; these are four to five times more numerous than the shallow 
bowls used for serving food. Cooking-pots and cooking trays form less than 5% of the 
assemblage. Overall, the assemblage displays similarities to Daviau’s storage paradigm, 
rather than to that of food preparation and consumption. In contrast, in assemblages from 
Aphek Palace III and Lachish P-4 there is stronger emphasis on the serving of food and 
drink and less of an emphasis on storage. In Aphek Palace III serving vessels make up 47% 
of the entire assemblage, and storage vessels only 28%. The palace at Lachish presents 
a similar ratio of storage vessels (29%) and a high percentage of serving vessels (42%, 
including jugs and kraters). Another similarity between Aphek Palace III and Lachish 
P-4 is the ratio of cooking-pots and trays, which comprise 12–18% of the assemblage. 

Discussion: Canaanite palatial ceramics in context
Feasts and banquets in the palace were doubtless an important part of the Canaanite palatial 
economy. We may suggest that some MB II palaces, such as those at Lachish, Aphek III 
and Shechem, had a ceramic assemblage geared toward serving food and drink. Feasts took 
place in the palace at Kabri also, where ceramic assemblages reflect a strong emphasis on 
storage. This is by no means a surprise, as the important role of palatial feasting in the Middle 
Bronze ancient Near East is vividly portrayed by iconography of feasts from Anatolia and 
Syro-Mesopotamia (Ziffer 2005). Furthermore, finds of drinking vessels from the Levant 
show a continuation of the political importance of both non-palatial (funerary, cultic) and 
palatial feasting from the Intermediate Bronze Age to the end of the Middle Bronze Age. 
The typology of the vessels used for serving and drinking changed as new fashions were 
introduced, many of which originated in Syria (Bunimovitz and Greenberg 2004; Maeir 2007; 
Zevulun and Ziffer 2007; Doumet-Serhal and Shadud 2014). Still, the scale of commensal 
activities, reflected by the number of serving vessels found in the Canaanite palace, was 

3 This analysis is based on published typological reports from Cole 1984 (for Shechem); Singer-Avitz 
2004 (for Lachish P-4); and Yadin 2009a (for Aphek Palace III) and on the data gleaned during 
the new excavations at Kabri. The number of vessels and diagnostic sherds used in this study is as 
follows: Shechem Stratum XIX: 52, Aphek Palace III: 141, Lachish Level P-4: 104, Kabri Phase 
DW III: 90.
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significantly smaller than the scale of events in the Aegean palaces, reflected in thousands of 
serving vessels found in these structures. Thus, the fiery destruction of the late 13th century 
BCE Late Helladic IIIB palace at Pylos left a multitude of ceramic vessels in several storage 
rooms (‘pantries’) amounting to ca. 95% of the ceramic finds in the palace. Each ‘pantry’ 
contained vessels of a different type, the majority of which were serving vessels (mostly 
kylikes, cups and shallow bowls) used in feasts sponsored by the palace. A smaller, yet 
significant group consisted of cooking-pots and other vessels associated with cooking and 
roasting. Storage vessels were considerably fewer in number (Whitelaw 2001; Hruby 2006: 
103–131; 2010). While Minon palaces and ‘villas’ contained vast storage areas (Christakis 
1999), finds within them also show an emphasis on consumption related to feasts. Thus 
there is a super-abundance of conical cups found in the thousands in contexts related to 
administration and ritual (Knappett 1999). This phenomenon is also evident in administrative 
documents. Two Linear A tablets were found in the large ‘villa’ at Hagia Triada. One of 
them, HT 32, lists vessels in an assemblage dedicated to serving, with allusions to secondary 
functions of cooking and storage. In stark contrast to the overwhelmingly large number of 
conical cups (3300), only five cooking tripods and ten pithoi (which may, in fact, be related 
to serving) are mentioned (Schoep 2002: 127–128, 179, 188). It seems, however, that in 
both the Aegean and the Levant, plain ware, rather than decorated drinking vessels, was 
more commonly used for feasts with multiple participants (see, also, Zuckerman 2015, for 
the Late Bronze southern Levant).

Cooking in palatial structures remains somewhat elusive. Fire installations were 
found in some of the palaces, but none shows a vast palatial kitchen such as that found at 
Mari, which boasts five ovens (Cuisine 167; Parrot 1958: 24–26). We may ask, therefore, 
whether this lacuna is evidence that the daily cooking in palaces was conducted only for a 
small group of people, while larger commensal events included cooking in the courtyard 
or outside the palace. Supportive evidence for this hypothesis comes from the palace of 
Lachish, where the spatial distribution of cooking-pots—found in both Storeroom 3125 
that faces the main. large courtyard and in Locus 5105, in the small, western courtyard—
may indicate that cooking took place in at least two loci: one connected with the smaller, 
interior rooms of the palace, and the other in the large courtyard. Another difference 
between southern Levantine palaces and the palace of Mari is that no Canaanite palace 
displays evidence of elite forms of food preparation that is reflected in ceramic wares 
such as the elaborately designed bread molds used in the Middle Bronze palace of Mari 
(Parrot 1958: 222, Fig. 259; 1959: 33–57; Weiss 1985: 231–233). 

To date, the clear storage space discovered in MB I and in most MB II Canaanite 
palaces was small in scale and was not intended to serve public purposes or to supply 
nourishment for events with numerous participants. One exception may be the large storage 
facility discovered in Kabri, which includes four rooms (Yasur-Landau, Cline and Goshen 
2015), and contains more than 80 pithoi and storage jars, with an estimated storage capacity 
(including its unexcavated parts) of at least 8000 litres. Though this is an impressive figure, 
it is still considerably smaller than that of storage in the Minoan palaces and may better 
compare to Minoan mansions, most of which were smaller in size than the Kabri palace 
(Christakis 1999: 11; 2011: 251). Also conspicuous is the absence in all Canaanite palaces 
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of huge pithoi (with a volume of 200 litres and more) that are characteristic of Minoan 
and Anatolian storage practices. Furthermore, the size of the storage rooms in Tel Kabri is 
relatively small compared with that of the 17 or more storage rooms found in the roughly 
contemporary palace at Tell el-Dab>a (Bietak and Forstner-Müller 2009: 97, 100). In size, 
the Kabri storerooms compare better with the food processing and storage rooms in the 
north wing of the western palace at Ebla (Matthiae 2013: Pl. 75).

Finally, the use of special pottery is very limited in Canaanite palaces, which display 
basically the same forms that can be seen in contemporaneous Middle Bronze domestic 
contexts. Indeed, the frequent use of commonplace ceramic forms found in domestic 
assemblages is seen in Syrian palaces as well, for example, in the MB I Archaic palace 
of Ebla (Matthiae 2013: Pl. 205–208), in Mari (see, e.g., Parrot 1959: 122; Dornemann 
1992: 77–78) and in Middle Bronze Alalakh Level VII, where luxury ware was altogether 
absent (Woolley 1955: 313–314). It seems that while imported pottery was utilized, it 
was not incorporated into the local repertoire of serving vessels, thus precluding any elite 
status that may have been related to it. A possible (and partial) explanation for the absence 
of luxury vessels may be that metal vessels, most notably gold, bronze and silver plates 
and bowls of the types found in the Byblian Middle Bronze tombs (e.g., Montet 1928: 
192–194; 1929: Pls. CXIII: 750, 752, 754; CXIV), were, in fact, the elite serving vessels 
in the palaces. These were not discarded like broken pottery because of their intrinsic 
value, and are thus absent from the archaeological record.

This initial comparison between Canaanite palaces and their Aegean and ancient Near 
Eastern counterparts reveals marked differences in the scale of pottery consumption related 
to commensal activities and to storage. The scale of pottery utilization was considerably 
more modest in Canaanite palaces, supporting further our suggestion that these were not 
centres of redistributive economies, in which dependents and clients, workshops and 
literate administration played a significant role. Rather, coupled with zooarchaeological 
data and with evidence of textile and pottery production, the ceramic evidence suggests 
that Canaanite palaces were much more similar in their economy to a substantial household 
or an estate (Yasur-Landau et al. forthcoming).  

Beyond the comparison to ancient Near Eastern and Aegean palaces, the comparison 
between the Canaanite palaces themselves suggests a remarkable pattern of pottery 
utilization: The MB I palaces in general show similar patterns, while the MB II palaces 
exhibit marked differences. This may be explained by processes of rise of complexity 
during the Middle Bronze Age. The first MB I palaces were not constructed based 
on an existing palatial tradition, but were rather large-scale courtyard houses. Their 
ceramic assemblages support this notion. They represent a careful balance between food 
consumption and storage, with ratios of vessel types similar to the average of what is 
expected for these activities in domestic settings. The MB II palaces examined here are 
the product of two–three centuries of urban life and experimenting with palatial power. 
Each was set in a different place in the political system: Phase DW III of the Kabri 
Palace was likely the focal point of a polity centred in a massive 34 ha site, second only 
to Hazor and Ashkelon in the Middle Bronze II, with strong connections to the Aegean 
world (Yasur-Landau, Cline and Pierce 2008; Burke 2008: 116). Aphek and Lachish were 
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secondary centres of local importance. Aphek may have been an independent city-state 
beginning in the MB I, or under the control of the larger, not too far Tel Burga (Broshi 
and Gophna 1986: 83–85). Lachish may have been either an independent city-state or 
under the control of the large polity of Ashkelon (Burke 2008: Fig. 130). Shechem, 
located on a 4 ha mound, considerably smaller than the other sites reviewed in this study, 
was the centre of a highland polity, perhaps with a substantial semi-nomadic component 
(Finkelstein 1992, 1993). We would argue that the differences in power, and perhaps in 
ecology, between the palaces in the MB II had led to a process of specialization, i.e., each 
palace chose its own version of a political economy, with different emphases placed on 
commensal activities and storage.
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