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Two-part ceramic incense burners in Late Roman and Byzantine 
Palestine: technological, regional and ethno-religious aspects

Itamar Taxel and Mark Iserlis
Department of Archaeology and Near Eastern Cultures, Tel Aviv University

The pottery vessels discussed, in the form of small bowls with matching lids, are identified as incense burners and dated to the Late 
Roman and Byzantine periods. The geographical distribution of these vessels, as well as petrographic analyses of some of them, in-
dicate well-defined regional production and use. According to their spatial distribution it seems that they were used in both domestic 
and funerary contexts. Based on the available data, we suggest that these incense burners were used mainly by the rural Samaritan 
population in those regions in which the vessels were found, and that their apparent disappearance towards the end of the Byzantine 
period is connected to the history of the Samaritans in Palestine. 

KEYWORDS: CERAMIC INCENSE BURNERS; PALESTINE; LATE ROMAN; BYZANTINE; SAMARITANS; JEWS. 

Introduction

This study focuses on a type of ceramic incense burner 
known from a number of archaeological sites but thus far 
rarely dealt with in archaeological research. The incense 
burner is composed of two parts, a bowl and a lid, which 
were usually fenestrated and decorated. It was common 
in certain regions of central and northern Palestine during 
the Late Roman and Byzantine periods, i.e. between 
the late 2nd/3rd to the 6th or 7th centuries.1 As will be 

1  All dates are AD, unless otherwise noted.

shown below, based on their distribution and date and on 
aspects of religious practice, these incense burners can 
be identified mainly with the rural Samaritan population 
which inhabited various parts of the country.2 

Technological and Morphological Characteristics

Petrographic analyses of three incense burners found at two 
sites on the Sharon plain (Khirbet Ibreica and Tel Barukh; 

2  We would like to thank Ami Brauner, Yulia Gottlieb, Ada Perry and 
Pavel Shrago of the Art Department of the Institute of Archaeology at Tel 
Aviv University for their help in preparing the illustrations for this article. 

Figure 1. Location map
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Figure 2. Selected incense burner bowls and lids: 1-6. Ḥorvat ‘Uẓa (modified after Getzov et al. 2009, Fig. 2.43:7-
12); 7. Kafr Samir (after Zemer 1999, 36); 8. Beth She‘arim (after Avigad 1976, Fig. 95:4); 9. En Hashofet (after 

Zevulun and Olenik 1979, 59, no. 87 [approximate scale]); 10. Naḥal Raz (courtesy Amnon Lahav); 11-12. ‘Ar‘ara 
(after Sussman 1976, Fig. 5:3, Pl. 29:5); 13. El-Khirbeh (modified after Magen 2008, Fig. 42); 14-15. Khirbet Ibreica 

(after Taxel and Feldstein 2006, Fig. 8:13-14); 16. Tel Barukh (© I. Taxel)  
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see below) indicate that these vessels were not produced 
in a single workshop. The incense burners from Khirbet 
Ibreica and Tel Barukh were made of clay from the local 
soils found around these sites, namely the Ferruginous Soil 
Group and the ḥamra soil group’ respectively, and it can 
be assumed that each settlement (or cluster of settlements) 
produced its own vessels. The results of the petrographic 
analyses, together with a close examination of some of the 
known incense burners, allow us to reconstruct the chaîne 
opératoire (Dobres 2010; Pelegrin, Karlin and Bodu 1988) 
of the production process of these vessels, as exemplified 
here by the specimen from Tel Barukh (Figure 2:16).

The raw material used by the Tel Barukh potters was either 
a ‘ḥamra soil’ exposed in the site’s vicinity, or sediment 
from a nearby wadi bed. The clay was levigated, mixed 
with water and well kneaded, as attested by its unified 
matrix with a minimum amount of air bubbles. The body 
of the vessel was built on the wheel, using the coiling 
technique, in the form of a single, closed bowl with a 
sharply carinated wall and a deep, narrow bottom. The 
‘stitches’ between the coils were later bound by polishing. 
A low ring base was produced separately on the wheel 
and after initial drying, was joined to the body. A single 
horizontal handle was then attached to the body’s rim 
and shaped with a knife. This kind of handle is the most 
frequent among the vessels examined, though a few have 
a vertical loop handle.  

The next stage included fenestration and/or decoration 
of the exterior of the bowl’s broader upper section. The 
fenestration was in the form of small round holes (as in 
the Tel Barukh specimen) or larger knife-cut geometric 
openings. The small clay remnants on the interior 
wall left by making the holes and openings were not 
removed, indicating that the interior of the burner was 
less aesthetically important. The area around and in 
between the openings was usually decorated in various 
techniques – elongated herringbone/grain spike rouletting, 
chip-carving (Kerbschnitt) of geometric motifs, or simple 
incisions of geometric or vegetal motifs. Occasionally, a 
clay band with thumb impressions was attached to the rim. 
A few bowls are not decorated and sometimes even not 
fenestrated. 

The lid of the incense burner, created simultaneously 
with the bowl, is concave but rather low, and had either a 
knob or a high loop handle at its center (some of the knob 
handles are pierced at the center). At this stage, i.e. when 
the vessel was leather-hard, it was cut at an oblique angle 
with a knife through the upper third in order to create the 
body and ensure a close fitting lid.3 In most cases, the lid is 
fenestrated and decorated like its matching bowl. Finally, 
both the bowl and lid were fired in a well-controlled 
oxidizing atmosphere. 

3  This production technique is identical to that of contemporaneous 
casseroles and casserole lids.

It is interesting to note that in at least two incense burners 
found at sites in the Samaria Hills (el-Khirbe: Magen 2008, 
141, Fig. 42; Deir Sheraf: Bagatti 2002, 74, Pl. 18:1, 4; see 
below), the bowl and lid were not separated by the potter 
before firing. In the incense burner from el-Khirbe, the 
lid’s fringes are still attached to the bowl’s rim. To use this 
bowl, the lid had to be broken off the bowl leaving uneven 
fringes along the bowl’s rim (Figure 2:13). Concerning the 
incense burner from Deir Sheraf, the entire lid remained 
attached to the bowl and the burner may never have been 
used. In another bowl (Zevulun and Olenik 1979, 59, no. 
94) the lid was separated from the bowl not with a straight 
cut but by a zigzag cut which usually follows the lines of 
the chip-carved motifs depicted on the bowl’s upper wall.

Distribution, Provenance and Dating

A close examination of the published (and some 
unpublished) incense burners of the type studied indicates 
that their distribution is virtually restricted to certain 
regions in Palestine, namely the ‘Akko Plain, the Carmel 
Ridge and its surroundings, the northern Samaria Hills and 
the Sharon (or Central Coastal Plain). The few exceptions 
were found farther to the south and east. These incense 
burners are represented either by complete or fragmentary 
bowls and/or lids. Most of the incense burners, especially 
the complete or nearly complete ones, come from funerary 
contexts, though the presence of incense burners in 
domestic and related contexts has been documented as 
well. In the following review, the main finds of incense 
burners are described, with an emphasis on the context of 
their discovery and proposed dating.

Ḥorvat Uẓa (Figures 1 and 2:1-6) 

According to the excavators of this village site it was 
inhabited by Jews or Samaritans during the Late Roman 
and Byzantine periods (4th-7th centuries). This assumption 
is based mainly on the discovery of several unique ceramic 
lamp stands, one of which bears an engraved Aramaic 
inscription of the word שבת (Sabbath) which means that 
it was used as a holder for Sabbath lamps (Getzov et al. 
2009, 66, 101, 201). Some of the remains attributed to 
these periods belong to a long-standing pottery workshop 
which specialized in the manufacture of various household 
vessels and was probably one of the settlement’s main 
economic branches. Among the products of this workshop 
are the above-mentioned lamp stands as well as incense 
burner bowls, seven of which were published.4 These 
bowls, which were found in refuse deposits associated 
with the pottery industry, are attributed to Strata 9 and 8, 
dated to c. AD 310-410. According to the excavators, the 
rouletted motif of grain spike which decorates some of the 
bowls is typical of the pottery produced at the site, as it 
appears also on kraters and flasks (Getzov et al. 2009, 68-
69, Fig. 2.43:7-12). A petrographic analysis of some of the 
vessel types found at the site indicates that they were made 

4  Originally, most of these bowls were erroneously depicted upside down, 
maybe because they were identified as lids.
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of local clay tempered with sea sand (Getzov et al. 2009, 
100-101).

Kafr Samir (Figures 1; 2:7) 

Kafr Samir is a large, recently excavated rural site that 
includes an extensive cemetery on its fringes, in which 
two incense burners (erroneously identified as lanterns) 
were found. The first incense burner is composed of a 
bowl and a fitting lid, both fenestrated and decorated with 
diagonal incisions (Zemer 1999, 36). On the basis of the 
other artifacts the burial cave in which it was found was 
dated to the 2nd or 3rd to 4th centuries. The second, as 
yet unpublished incense burner, consists only of a bowl, 
fenestrated but not decorated. It was found together with 
4th and 6th century coins and pottery.5  

The identification of Kafr Samir and the religious affinity 
of its inhabitants during the Late Roman and Byzantine 
periods are a matter of debate among scholars. Arguments 
have been provided for and against its identification with 
either of two large villages known from historical sources 
to have been situated in the southern Carmel – Christian 
Porphyreon or Samaritan Castra Samaritanorum. We 
shall return to this issue below. 

Tirat Hacarmel (Figure 1)  

To the south of this village site was a large cemetery of 
rock-cut burial caves, some of which have been excavated. 
The caves were used during the Late Roman, Byzantine 
and Early Islamic Periods. The burial caves have yielded 
numerous finds (none has yet been published; Yankelevitch 
1991), including fragments of at least three incense burner 
bowls. Two of the bowls, one of which is fenestrated 
though not decorated, were found in a cave which was 
dated to the 2nd to 3rd centuries. The third bowl, decorated 
with chip-carving, was found in another cave which was 
dated to the 6th to 7th centuries.6 

Ḥorvat Raqit (Figure 1) 

This Late Roman and Byzantine site was probably a 
Samaritan estate. The ceramic assemblage attributed to the 
Byzantine period includes a fragmentary incense burner 
bowl (originally depicted upside down and identified as a 
lantern) with a diagonal and horizontal incised decoration 
(de Vincenz 2004, 233, Fig. 9:13). It was found in an 
architectural complex identified as a storehouse, together 
with pottery and coins dated to the 4th to 6th centuries 
(Dar 2004, 118).

Beth She‘arim (Figures 1; 2:8) 

During the Roman and Byzantine periods Beth She‘arim 
was a large Jewish village. The excavations at the site 

5  We would like to thank the excavators, Ze’ev Yeivin and Gerald 
Finkielstzejn of the Israel Antiquities Authority, for this information.
6  We would like to thank the excavator, Shalom Yankelevitch, then of the 
Israel Antiquities Authority, for this information.

have focused mainly on its vast cemetery which is mostly 
composed of complex rock-cut burial caves. One of the 
caves (Catacomb 20) has yielded a nearly complete, non-
fenestrated incense burner bowl (classified as a ‘deep 
bowl’), the exact location of which was not mentioned. 
The bowl was dated, based on its red-brown fabric and 
wavy incised decoration, to the Early Islamic period 
(i.e. mid-7th century onwards) and attributed to the later 
looting of the burial cave and its reuse as a temporary 
shelter (Avigad 1976, 197, Fig. 95:4). The finds from this 
cave included several examples of early Islamic ceramics 
(mainly lamps), as well as earlier vessels, i.e. Late Roman 
and Byzantine (3rd-7th centuries), which were probably 
part of the original burial assemblage (Avigad 1976, 183-
197). It is thus hard to determine the exact date of this 
incense bowl, although we believe it to be not later than 
the 6th or 7th century, that is, belonging to the assemblage 
of burial goods. 

En Hashofet (Figures 1; 2:9)

In a rock-cut burial cave excavated at the site of Ji‘ara 
near Kibbutz En Hashofet were found a nearly complete 
incense burner bowl and matching lid, both decorated 
and fenestrated in the chip-carving technique; the bowl is 
decorated also with horizontal incisions below the handle. 
The cave was dated to the 6th century (Zevulun and Olenik 
1979, 59, no. 87).7 It should be noted that in another burial 
cave excavated near En Hashofet, dated to the Roman and 
Byzantine periods, a bronze finger ring was found with 
an inscribed Samaritan inscription of religious or magical 
nature (Reich 2002, 299; Siegelman 1983). This detail 
may indicate the ethno-religious identity of the people 
who inhabited the site and used these burial caves during 
the Late Roman and Byzantine periods (see below). 

Naḥal Raz (Figures 1; 2:10) 

In a burial cave surveyed on the northern bank of Naḥal (or 
Wadi) Raz pottery sherds were found (none published yet) 
from the Late Roman and Byzantine periods, including 
two incense burner bowls and one lid as well as lamps of 
the so-called ‘Samaritan’ type (Gadot and Tepper 2008, 
Site 26).8 One of the incense burner bowls is decorated 
with herringbone/grain spike rouletting, while the other 
bowl (which is unfenestrated) is decorated with incised 
motifs, of which two are completely preserved – a large 
palm branch or corn ear depicted upside-down and a 
square grill pattern. The incense burner lid is fenestrated 

7  The vessels discussed are at the archaeological museum in Kibbutz En 
Hashofet. We would like to thank the museum director, Ruth Wiener, who 
provided us with photographs and details of the vessels.
8  Samaritan lamps have several variants, all mould-made, which are 
dated between the 3rd and 9th centuries. They were common mainly in 
the Samaria Hills, the Carmel, the Sharon area and the northern part of 
the southern Coastal Plain (Sussman 1983, 2002). These lamps seem 
characteristic of Samaritan material culture in Palestine, although they 
may also have been used by other ethnic or religious groups living in 
the regions where these lamps have been found (Magen 2008, 243-247; 
Sussman 2002).
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with large knife-cut triangles and decorated with incised 
diagonal lines.9 

‘Ar‘ara (Figures 1; 2:11-12) 

A rock-cut burial cave excavated at ‘Ar‘ara has yielded 
various finds, most of which were attributed to two burial 
phases – the earlier from the late 2nd to 3rd centuries, 
and the later from the late 3rd to 6th centuries. Among 
the finds attributed to the later phase were two incense 
burner bowls. The first bowl (erroneously identified as a 
cooking vessel) is neither fenestrated nor decorated, while 
the other is decorated with chip-carving (Sussman 1976, 
100, Fig. 5:3, Pl. 29:5). Based on the discovery in the cave 
of ‘Samaritan’ lamps (one bears degenerate Samaritan 
letters), and at the location of ‘Ar‘ara within the area 
corresponding to the area of Samaritan settlement during 
the Byzantine period, the excavator has suggested that the 
cave was used by Samaritans (Sussman 1976, 101). 

El-Khirbeh (Figures 1; 2:13) 

Between the 2nd and 4th/5th centuries this site, which 
was probably already inhabited by Samaritans in the early 
Roman period, was developed from a private farmstead 
into a small village with a synagogue on its fringes (the 
latter is attributed to the settlement’s heyday, 4th and 
5th centuries). A mausoleum found near the synagogue 
was dated to the 2nd century and attributed to the early, 
i.e. farmstead phase of the site (Magen 2008, 89, 127). 
A plastered repository pit found at the center of the 
mausoleum burial courtyard contained numerous bones, 
glass and pottery vessels, including an incense burner bowl 
(identified as a cup) decorated with chip-carving.10 The 
excavator suggests that the repository was dug to collect 
the contents of the mausoleum for reasons of religious 
piety after the construction of the nearby synagogue 
(Magen 1992, 73, 75; 2008, 141, Fig. 42).

Khirbet Yannun (Figure 1)

In an excavation conducted in the vicinity of Khirbet 
Yannun were found remains of a small Late Roman 
mausoleum. The finds from the mausoleum include some 
pottery sherds dated to the mid- to late 2nd-3rd to early 
4th centuries, among them two fragments of incense 
burner bowl(s) (identified as a lid or stand) decorated 
with herringbone/grain spike rouletting. The excavators 
identified the population of the site during the Late Roman 
period as Samaritan, based on historical considerations and 
on the type of mausoleum and the sarcophagi it contained, 
which are typical of contemporary Samaritan settlements 
(Kagan 2009, 86-87, 94; Kagan and Eisenstadt 2009, 103, 
Pl. 6:10).

9  The vessels discussed are at the archaeological museum in Kibbutz 
Gal‘ed. We would like to thank the museum director, Amnon Lahav, who 
provided us with photographs and details of the vessels.
10  As mentioned, this bowl bears the remains of a lid that was not separated 
by the potter before firing.  

Khirbet Ibreica (Figures 1; 2:14-15)

In an excavation carried out at this rural site which may 
have been a village, part of a large refuse pit was found. 
The pit contained numerous finds of a domestic nature, 
dated to the 5th to 7th centuries, including a few fragments 
of incense burner bowls decorated with herringbone/grain 
spike rouletting (Taxel and Feldstein 2006, 44, 49-50, Fig. 
8:13-14).

As mentioned, a petrographic analysis of two of the incense 
burner bowl fragments indicates that they were made of 
clay of the Ferruginous Soil Group clay, characterized by a 
reddish-brown colour. The matrix is silty, non-calcareous, 
ferruginous, with preferred optic orientation. The silt 
(>5-<10%) contains mainly quartz, accompanied by iron 
oxides. The most common component in the non-plastic 
assemblage (>5-<10%) is sub-angular to sub-rounded 
quartz, accompanied by very rare chert (Figure 3). The 
combination of well-sorted quartz silt and equally well-
sorted sand-sized quartz and chert suggests that the clay 
originated in a river or wadi bed. The quartz sand was 
probably swept by aeolian deposition and washed from 
Quaternary ḥamra (red sand and loam) (Sneh, Bartov 
and Rosensaft 1998). The site of Khirbet Ibreica and its 

Figure 3. Petrographic sections of incense burner 
bowls from Khirbet Ibreica (above) and Tel Barukh
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surroundings is characterized by brown-red sandy soils as 
well as alluvial and colluvial-alluvial soils (Ravikovitch 
1969, 1981). Thus, the combination of the matrix and the 
inclusions suggests a local origin for these vessels.

Tel Barukh (Figures 1; 2:16) 

This site is a cemetery of rock-cut burial caves dated 
according to the finds to the Late Roman and Byzantine 
periods (3rd to 7th centuries).11 Among these finds was 
a nearly complete incense burner bowl, decorated with 
herringbone/grain spike rouletting (Taxel 2009, 115, Fig. 
3). The Tel Barukh cemetery was attributed to a Samaritan 
population, based on the discovery of a bronze amulet with 
an inscribed Samaritan inscription of religious/magical 
nature (Taxel 2009, 115, 118, 120, Fig. 4; Reich 2002, 
295-298).

Petrographic analysis indicates that the bowl was made of 
clay of the ‘ḥamra soil group’, characterized by a reddish-
brown colour. The matrix is clayey, ferruginous, silty (>3%) 
and rich in small opaque particles of iron minerals. Some 
rare foraminifera were observed. The silt contains mainly 
quartz accompanied by feldspar, zircone and epidote. The 
inclusions (10%) are composed mainly of well-sorted, sub-
rounded to sub-angular quartz grains. The quartz sand is 
accompanied by occasional kurkar (calcareous sandstone), 
epidote, zircon, plagioclase and microcline (Figure 3). The 
silty and non-plastic components were purified, since raw 
material samples contain up to 45% silt and non-plastic.  

Based on extensive reference material, this petrographic 
group is identified as Quaternary ‘ḥamra soil’ mixed with 
coastal sand. ‘ḥamra soil’ occurs along the coastal plain 
of Israel between Ashdod in the south and the Carmel 
coast in the north (Dan et al. 1976; Goren, Finkelstein 
and Naaman 2004, 292-293). Ḥamra from the Carmel 
coast contains up to 50% calcareous component, whereas 
ḥamra from between Ashdod and Caesarea contains 
mainly quartz. The inclusion assemblage of this group is 
consistent with potential raw material sample No. 4 from 
nearby Tell Qudadi (located on the estuary of the River 
Yarqon).12 Based on the geological map and published 
data, the matrix and inclusions indicate a depositional 
environment peculiar to Tel Barukh and its immediate 
surroundings (Ravikovitch 1969, 1981; Sneh, Bartov and 
Rosensaft 1998). This petrographic group is well known 
from pottery assemblages from sites of different periods 
in the Sharon plain. It has been recorded from Middle 
Bronze Age pottery workshops at the Naḥal Soreq Site, 
Tel Aviv and Tel Michal (Singer-Avitz and Levy 1992; 
Kletter and Gorzalczany 2001), as well as in Persian 
period assemblages from Tel Michal, Naḥal Tut, Ḥorbat 

11  However, most of the finds, including coins and lamps, indicate that 
the main use of the cemetery occurred during the 4th and 5th centuries. A 
final report of the Tel Barukh excavations is currently under preparation 
by Oren Tal and Itamar Taxel. 
12  A petrographic examination of a late Iron Age ceramic assemblage 
from Tell Qudadi has recently been made by one of the authors (Mark 
Iserlis), and is forthcoming. 

Malta, Tel Ya‘oz and Apollonia-Arsuf (e.g., Gorzalczany 
2008, with references).  

Jerusalem (Figure 1)

In the excavations conducted on the southern slope of the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem were unearthed the remains of 
a dwelling (the Southern House) which is dated, according 
to numismatic and ceramic evidence, to the late 4th to early 
5th centuries. The varied pottery assemblage from the house 
includes a possible fragment of an incense burner bowl 
(originally depicted reversed and identified as a lantern), 
fenestrated and decorated with chip-carving (Mazar and 
Gordon 2007, 153, Fig. 15.9:21). The identification of this 
vessel as a lantern seems to derive from the fact that in the 
same assemblage additional fenestrated ‘lantern’ fragments 
and a loop handle were found (Mazar and Gordon 2007, 
153, with references), some of which do indeed look more 
like contemporary lanterns than like incense burners of the 
type under discussion. 

‘Amman (Figure 1) 

The prominent exception, in terms of geographical 
distribution, is the incense burner found in a burial cave at 
‘Amman in central Jordan, c. 60km from Khirbet Yannun 
and c. 70km from Jerusalem, the easternmost Palestinian 
sites from which such incense burners were published 
(above). The ‘Amman cave was dated, based on the coins 
found in it, to the late 2nd century (Harding 1951, 30), 
although some of the pottery and glass vessels which 
accompanied these coins indicate that the cave was in use 
as late as the 3rd or 4th century. The incense burner itself 
consisted of a plain (i.e. neither fenestrated nor decorated) 
bowl and a fitting fenestrated lid (Harding 1951, 30, Fig. 
1:8, Pl. 9:8). 

Besides the above-mentioned incense burners found in 
relatively well-defined and well-dated contexts, a number of 
complete and fragmentary incense burners found in surveys 
or in accidental discoveries are also known. A complete 
incense burner bowl (decorated with chip-carving) with 
a plain lid, at the museum of the Carmelite Monastery on 
Mount Carmel, was published by Bellarmino Bagatti (1972, 
35-36, Fig. 2). The origin of this incense burner is unknown, 
but its complete state may be evidence that it was found 
in a funerary context, probably a burial cave, somewhere 
in the area of the Carmel Ridge.13 Seven fragments of 
incense burner bowls and lids decorated with incisions or 
herringbone/grain spike rouletting were found at three sites 

13  Five additional complete incense burner bowls and one lid of the type 
discussed are at the Eretz Israel Museum, Tel Aviv (three are published in 
Zevulun and Olenik 1979, 59, nos 88-89, 93). The origin of these vessels 
is unknown, but here too their complete state may indicate that they were 
found in burial contexts. We would like to thank Irit Ziffer, Curator of the 
Ceramics Pavilion, Eretz Israel Museum, for showing us these vessels. 
Four more complete incense burner bowls, two of which are accompanied 
by matching lids, were published in the guide to the Palestinian collection 
of the Royal Ontario Museum. They were identified as early Islamic (8th 
century) ‘cups or censers,’ though without mentioning their exact origin 
and the basis for their dating (Needler 1949, 69, Pl. 23).
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(Qal‘at al-Maliq, Qaṣr Faqqus and Regavim) in a survey 
of the Carmel Ridge and coast (Kuhnen 1989, 115-116, Pl. 
27:5-11). An unknown number of incense burner fragments 
was found in the same region at Ḥorvat Poqes while digging 
military trenches; together with them were found fragments 
of ‘Samaritan’ lamps (Gadot and Tepper 2008, Site No. 
125). At Deir Sheraf in the Samaria Hills the incense burner 
fragment of the upper part of a bowl with a lid still attached 
to it, which was mentioned earlier, was found (Bagatti 2002, 
74, Pl. 18:1, 4).

Function

The identification of these vessels as incense burners is 
based mainly on their morphological characteristics. As 
already suggested by Uza Zevulun and Yael Olenik (1979, 
23*), the deep, narrow bottom of these vessels was designed 
to receive live coals, on top of which aromatic plant resins 
were placed, the scents produced by the melting resin were 
drawn off through the openings in the vessel’s body and/or 
lid. The handle attached to the vessel’s rim enabled it to be 
handled safely even when hot. 

The fenestrated walls of these incense burners resemble 
those of contemporary and later ceramic lanterns which 
led some scholars to identify them as lanterns. These lan-
terns were manufactured as a single piece, usually a coni-
cal, fenestrated body with a large opening for placing an 
oil lamp, a flat or ring base, and a high loop handle. The 
latter feature appears, as mentioned, also on some of the 
incense burner lids (for a comparison between incense 
burners and lanterns, see Bagatti 1972). This resemblance 
between the two vessel forms is also reflected in cases in 
which vessels that we believe were lanterns were identi-
fied as incense burners (e.g. Alliata 1988, 335, Fig. 6:22, 
Pl. 41:a, b; Andersen 1985, 60, 94, Pl. 12:194).

It is, of course, possible that in some cases (such as in 
religious and funerary contexts) lanterns were reused as 
incense burners. However, the opposite situation seems 
less probable. We tried to use the incense bowls as lanterns 
by placing lamps within them. We used two incense burner 
bowls of two different depths, and two Byzantine-period 
lamps which represent two of the most prevalent types (i.e. 
the candlestick and the ‘Samaritan’ lamps) in the region.14 
The experiment showed that a lamp cannot be comfortably 
placed inside the bowl. First, the lamp’s length (c. 10cm) is 
identical or slightly larger than the diameter of the bowl’s 
interior, and second, the bowl’s deep bottom does not 
allow the lamp to be placed on a relatively flat surface, as 
in most of the lanterns. A lamp placed inside an incense 
bowl would not only have been unstable but its burning 
wick would have touched the bowl’s wall.

One point may complicate the identification of the vessels 
studied as incense burners. Since live coals were used to 

14  The experiment took place at the Ceramics Pavilion of the Eretz Israel 
Museum, and the incense burner bowls and lamps used were made 
available to us by kind permission of Irit Ziffer, Ceramics Curator.

burn the incense, they should have left burn marks on the 
bottom of the vessels, but no evidence of burning was 
reported in any of the vessels of which the bottom have 
survived, usually those originating in funerary contexts. 
However, it should not be ruled out that such traces do 
exist on some of the vessels not personally examined by 
us, and that this detail was seen as so obvious that it was 
simply not mentioned by the publishers. Of course, we 
cannot deny the existence of traces of burning on those 
vessels represented only by upper body sherds. Moreover, 
it is not surprising that incense burners found in the pottery 
workshop at Ḥorvat ‘Uẓa or in funerary contexts should 
not bear signs of use (see below).15  

Incense, made of various parts and by-products (especially 
resin) of certain aromatic plants (either local or imported), 
seems to have played quite an important role in the daily 
life of Late Antique Palestine, and was used in religious 
as well as in secular contexts.16 According to Talmudic 
sources, among the Jews (and possibly Samaritans), 
incense, or mugmar, was used for pleasure (for instance 
after meals), as a medical and apotropaic agent, and at 
weddings, funerals and during periods of mourning. 

One of the uses of incense in funerary contexts was the 
placement of an incense burner under the bed of the dead, 
in order to mask the smell (Amar 2002, 13-16, 88; Zevulun 
and Olenik 1979, 22*-23*, both with references). Among 
the polytheist and later the Christian population of the 
country, incense was extensively used also in private and 
public religious ceremonies (Amar 2002; Piccirillo and 
Israeli 2000, 99; Rahmani 1980, 121-122). 

As indicated by literary as well as archaeological evidence, 
incense was burned in various types of ceramic, stone or 
metal vessels specifically designed for this purpose, or by 
using makeshift implements such as jar lids (Zevulun and 
Olenik 1979, 23*). Nevertheless, the relative scarcity in 
the archaeological record of identifiable incense burners, 
including those of the type presented here may indicate 
that the custom of incense burning – at least in the domestic 
domain – was not as frequent as the literary sources may 
lead us to believe.

Discussion and Conclusions

The above review of the known incense burners allows us 
now to deal with this type of ceramic vessel from a regional 
and cultural as well as an ethno-religious perspective. First, 
as noted, the geographical distribution of these incense 
burners is clearly defined, as they are mostly prevalent in 
certain regions of northwestern Palestine. Excluding the 
single possible incense burner bowl fragment found in 
Jerusalem, no vessels of this type have been published as 
yet from Late Roman and Byzantine sites in the Judaean 

15  Alternatively, these incense burners were maybe intended for burning 
scented oil, which, according to Meyers (2007, 120 [who refers to Late 
Roman clay incense shovels from Sepphoris]), would not leave a trace.
16  For a comprehensive discussion on incense in Palestine from the 
Roman period onwards, see Amar 2002.
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Hills (including Jerusalem itself) and the Shephelah 
(foothills), the Coastal Plain south of the Yarqon river, 
the Negev; or from the Galilee and the Golan in the 
north. Similarly, these incense burners are absent from 
Jordanian sites and the single specimen from ‘Amman 
may represent a Palestinian import, apparently from the 
central hill country. This fact, as well as the evidence for 
local production provided by the petrographic analyses 
of the incense burners from Ḥorvat ‘Uẓa, Khirbet Ibreica 
and Tel Barukh, indicate that these incense burners are 
a regional type which was rarely distributed beyond the 
geographical and cultural borders (see below) of its main 
area of usage.17

The earliest known incense burners of the type presented 
above should not be dated before the late 2nd or 3rd 
century, while the latest seem to be from the 6th or 7th 
century; in any case, they were probably most prevalent 
during the 4th and 5th centuries. Still, the specific function 
of these vessels is reflected by their number which is 
negligible compared to other forms of contemporaneous 
ceramic vessels.

The most intriguing question concerning these incense 
burners is the ethno-religious identity of the people who 
used them. We believe that these incense burners were 
in use mainly among the rural Samaritan population of 
Late Roman and Byzantine Palestine. This hypothesis is 
supported by the geographical distribution of these vessels, 
as well as by certain aspects of the Samaritan religion. As 
is commonly accepted, a Samaritan expansion from the 
Samaritan heartland in the central and northern Samaria 
Hills to the Coastal Plain and the Carmel area began 
between the end of the Second Jewish Revolt against Rome 
in AD 135 and the late 2nd century as a result of the sharp 
decline in Jewish settlement in these regions, as well as, 
perhaps, the desire to improve their economic conditions 
(Dar 2004, 152; Magen 2008, 83-85; Roll and Ayalon 
1989, 141). According to the archaeological evidence, this 
process accelerated during the 3rd and 4th centuries when 
many Jewish settlements abandoned in the late 1st and early 
2nd century were occupied by Samaritans. Interestingly, 
the bulk of extant incense burners and the heyday of 
the Samaritan settlement (including the construction of 
Samaritan synagogues) in the Samaria Hills and elsewhere 
coincide during the 4th and 5th centuries (Dar 2004, 153-
154; Magen 2008, 51).

Three of the sites from which incense burners were 
published – el-Khirbe, Khirbet Yannun and Deir Sheraf 
– are located in the Samaria Hills and were probably 
inhabited by Samaritans during the Late Roman and 
Byzantine periods.18 The largest group of sites with 

17  Other types of ceramic and stone incense burners (none, however, dates 
before the 6th century) are known from a limited number of Byzantine 
and early Islamic sites in more southern regions of the country (e.g., 
Peled 1974; Rahmani 1980; 1983, 223-224, Pl. 27:B) as well as from 
Jordan (e.g., Bagatti 1972, 37-39, Figs 3-4).
18  The inclusion of Deir Sheraf among the Christian settlements of 
Samaria by Bagatti (2002, 74) is based on the use of the Arab word deir, 

published or reported incense burners is located on the 
Carmel Ridge – Kafr Samir, Tirat Hacarmel, Ḥorvat Raqit, 
En Hashofet, Naḥal Raz, ‘Ar‘ara, Qaṣr Faqqus, Ḥorvat 
Poqes and Regavim (to which can be added the incense 
burner kept in the Carmelite Monastery). Good evidence 
for Samaritan population in this area has been reported 
from Ḥorvat Raqit, En Hashofet and Kafr ‘Ara, while 
Kafr Samir presents a more complicated picture, since the 
opinions among scholars are divided as to the identification 
of this site and the religious affinity of its inhabitants in 
Late Antiquity.19 As to the other sites from the Carmel area 
mentioned above, we have no data regarding the ethno-
religious identity of their population. Nevertheless, there 
is poor archaeological evidence for a Christian presence 
throughout the Carmel area, especially when compared 
to the much stronger evidence for Jewish and Samaritan 
settlements (Di Segni 2009, 217-218). 

Three sites in the northern and southern Sharon have 
yielded incense burners – Qal‘at al-Maliq, Khirbet Ibreica 
and the Tel Barukh cemetery. The latter was undoubtedly 
used by Samaritans while the identification of the 
population of the other two is still unclear.20  

Of course, we cannot rule out the possibility that other 
ethno-religious groups apart from the Samaritans also 
used this type of incense burner, though apparently more 
seldom. Possible evidence for Jewish use of these vessels 
is given by the finds from Ḥorvat Uẓa and Beth She‘arim. 
As mentioned, the excavators of Ḥorvat Uẓa suggest that 
the village was either Jewish or Samaritan.21 Although 

which means ‘monastery’, but does not necessarily reflect the true nature 
of a given site in Antiquity. To the best of our knowledge, there is no 
evidence of Christian presence in this site. 
19  Based on the discovery of two 5th century churches and some other 
remains and finds of a Christian nature, the site’s excavators tend to 
identify it with the large Christian village (or komopolis) of Porphyreon, 
known from historical sources to be situated on the southwestern Carmel 
(Yeivin and Finkielstzejn 2008, 1895). This identification, however, has 
recently been rejected by Leah Di Segni, who claims, based on a re-
evaluation of the literary and archaeological evidence, that Kafr Samir 
should be identified with the Samaritan village of Castra Samaritanorum. 
According to Di Segni, the evidence for a Christian presence at the site 
may reflect a partial conversion of the Samaritan population, whether 
forced or not (Di Segni 2009, 222, 226-227). As mentioned, one of the 
two incense burners reported from the site originated in a Late Roman 
context, and the other was found in a mixed Late Roman and Byzantine 
context. If we accept Di Segni’s suggestion about a relatively late 
Christian penetration to the settlement (apparently not before the 5th 
century), then the incense burners found there can easily be attributed 
to a Samaritan population that could have inhabited the place during the 
preceding centuries. 
20  However, as in the Carmel area, here too the archaeological and 
literary evidence indicates a predominantly Samaritan population, 
especially between the 3rd to 6th centuries, while evidence for a Christian 
population in the Sharon area is scantier and is usually dated not before 
the 6th century and may be related to political upheavals (below). 
Polytheist and Jewish communities also inhabited the region, though in 
lesser numbers than the Samaritans (Ayalon 2008, 87; Roll and Ayalon 
1989, 177-178, 231).
21  Generally speaking, the western half of the Upper Galilee (Ḥorvat 
Uẓa is at its southwestern border) was predominantly polytheist and, 
later, a Christian region (in contrast to the eastern Upper Galilee which 
was predominantly Jewish; Frankel et al. 2001, 114-115). However, 
communities of Jews and Samaritans existed also during the Late 
Roman and Byzantine periods in the mixed city of ‘Acco/Ptolemais 
and its vicinity (Eshel and Avshalom-Gorni 1996, 60* and n. 12, with 
references). 
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Beth She‘arim was undoubtedly Jewish, its proximity to 
the Samaritan settlements of the eastern Carmel Ridge 
may indicate a Samaritan influence on the funerary 
customs of the Jews in Beth She‘arim. This hypothesis is 
reinforced by the absence of such incense burners from 
contemporaneous Jewish tombs and settlements in other 
parts of the country, including the Galilee. 

The incense burners found outside (though still not very 
far from) the boundaries of both Samaritan and Jewish 
settlement, i.e. in Jerusalem and ‘Amman, can be similarly 
explained as a kind of (apparently Samaritan) intercultural 
interaction with polytheist and Christian populations in 
neighboring regions.22 It is noteworthy that in both cases 
the incense burners were found at urban sites, while the 
rest of the known incense burners, i.e. those found in 
Samaritan or Jewish settlements, originated at rural sites. 

The other argument which seems to reinforce the 
identification of these incense burners with the Samaritans 
is related to their purity laws. As indicated by both 
Samaritan and Jewish halachic literature and by early 
Christian authors, the Samaritans in Late Roman and 
Byzantine Palestine were strict in their daily rituals, 
including purity, sometimes more so than the Jews 
themselves (Dexinger 2002, 510; Pummer 2002). The 
Samaritans’ purity laws included an extensive use of ritual 
baths (miqwa’ot), as indicated by the literary sources 
and by the discovery of many such baths in excavations 
of Samaritan settlements in the Samaria Hills (Dexinger 
2002, 513; Magen 2008, 183-194). Another aspect of 
ritual purity is related to burial customs. The Samaritans 
took great care not to acquire impurity by coming into 
contact with corpses or with objects that had any relation 
with them (Magen 2008, 197, with references). Although 
the sources mentioned by Yitzhak Magen regarding this 
aspect date indeed to the medieval and Ottoman periods, 
they may reflect ancient customs which go back as early as 
the Late Roman or Byzantine periods, maybe in accordance 
with the Jewish law described in the Mishnah (tractate 
Oholoth). The incense burners found mainly in tombs 
may indicate that they were used not only to overcome 
the smell of decomposition, but also for purifying those 
who participated in the funeral, especially those who 
carried the body into the tomb. It is also possible that the 
importance given by the Samaritans to purity laws made 
these incense burners a relatively common burial artefact 
which accompanied the dead to the afterlife. The fact that 
some of these incense burners were new when placed in 
tombs may support the latter assumption.23

22  Bagatti tends to attribute these incense burners to churches, claiming 
that they were used by poor Christian communities who could not 
afford the apparently more expensive metal incense burners (Bagatti 
1972, 39). However, none of the published incense burners of the type 
discussed originated in a clear ecclesiastical or other unequivocally 
Christian context. The types of incense burners known to have been used 
in Byzantine churches in Palestine differ from the one discussed here; 
most of them were made of metal, while others were made of clay and 
sometimes imitated the metal prototypes (see Piccirillo and Israeli 2000, 
98-103).
23  Interestingly, most of the later (i.e. 6th to 8th centuries) Palestinian 

The type of incense burner discussed here was probably a 
characteristic of rural Samaritan material culture in Late 
Roman and Byzantine Palestine which was rarely used by 
other ethno-religious groups. These incense burners were 
further restricted to the Samaritan communities of Samaria, 
the Carmel and the Sharon, and were not found among 
the Samaritans who settled in the southern Coastal Plain, 
e.g., in the vicinity of Lod/Lydda-Diospolis and Yavneh/
Iamnia.24 Even from the metropolis of Caesarea Maritima, 
the mixed population of which included Samaritans and 
Jews, no secure examples of such incense burners have yet 
been published.

During the 8th century, a decline in the use of large 
communal and familial burial spaces (i.e. caves and 
mausolea) in favour of more individual dug or rock-cut pit 
or cist graves occurred throughout Palestine (Avni, Dahari 
and Kloner 2008, 120). Theoretically, this change could 
explain the absence of the type of incense burner discussed 
here from the local ceramic repertoire of the early Islamic 
period. However, it seems that these incense burners had 
disappeared already during the 6th or 7th century, when 
the custom of burying in caves and even small mausolea 
was still prevalent. 

We would like to suggest two explanations for the 
disappearance of these incense burners. The first may be 
an as yet unexplained change in Samaritan burial customs 
and/or purity laws, expressed by a decrease in the popularity 
of burning incense in funerary and domestic contexts. The 
second explanation is connected to the Samaritan revolt 
of AD 529, at the beginning of Justinian’s reign. An 
edict published by Justinian, to destroy the Samaritans’ 
synagogues, either slightly before or after the revolt (and 
therefore either the main reason for the rebellion or a 
punitive act which followed it), reflects a restriction on 
religious observance, although the edict did not explicitly 
prohibit the observance of any religious custom. The revolt 
was directed mainly against the Christian population 
who lived side by side with the Samaritans and it spread 
throughout the central and northern Samaria Hills and 
the Sharon. According to literary sources, the Byzantine 
army reacted aggressively, killing many Samaritans and 
causing the flight of others, and resulted in the destruction 
and abandonment of many rural Samaritan settlements (Di 
Segni 2002, with references). 

The archaeological evidence indicates that some of the 
settlements which were probably abandoned during the 
AD 529 revolt were reoccupied by either a Samaritan 
or non-Samaritan population towards the end of the 
Byzantine period or during the Early Islamic period 
(Dar 2002; Magen 2008, 54-55). In such a case, a severe 
settlement and socio-economic rupture could explain the 

stone incense burners found in tombs do bear traces of burning (e.g., 
Rahmani 1980). It is possible that they were more expensive than the 
ceramic incense burners and, therefore, their owners preferred to put used 
vessels in tombs rather than new ones. 
24  As attested by the absence of incense burners from the numerous 
excavated and surveyed sites located in these areas.
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cessation of production and use of an already infrequent 
type of vessel.25 
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