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A COMPLEX WINEPRESS FROM MISHMAR HA-‘EMEQ:
EVIDENCE FOR THE PEAK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WINE INDUSTRY
IN ERETZ ISRAEL IN ANTIQUITY

DINA AVSHALOM-GORNI, RAFAEL FRANKEL AND NIMROD GETZOV
(Pp. 47-66)

In a salvage excavation at Mishmar Ha-
‘Emeq (map ref. NIG 213567/724382, OIG
163567/224382) a large complex winepress
was excavated. This winepress represents the
peak in the development of winepresses in
Eretz Israel toward the end of the Byzantine
period and prior to the Islamic conquest, which
led to a marked decline in wine production.
The place of this winepress in the history of
the technology of wine production is based on
a short survey of ancient wine production, with
emphasis on the function of the various parts
of the winepress, their terminology in ancient
Hebrew, and a comparison with other complex
winepresses.

The Excavation

The winepress was built of ashlar masonry, the
floors were in mosaic and the walls of the vats
were plastered; the upper parts of the structure
were poorly preserved (Plan 1). The treading
floor was square and in its center was a base
for a screw press. A bore from the bottom of the
screw-press base led to a round intermediate
vat (L25). Presumably, the treading floor was
also directly connected to the intermediate vat
by a channel or bore, but no trace of these has
survived. Two bores led to two rectangular
collecting vats (L35, L39). Around the vats
was a working area paved with mosaics. To
the south and west of the treading floor were
four auxiliary floors (L47, L02, L38, L42). In
the outer wall of each of the auxiliary floors
was a small collecting basin (L18, L03, LO09,
L48). Sherds found in the collecting vats, in the
plaster of the vat walls, and on the surface, dated
the winepress to the Byzantine period (Fig. 6).
After the winepress was no longer in use a wall
was built (W17) over the remains; the wall was

dated according to the pottery (Fig. 7) to the
end of the Umayyad and the beginning of the
Abbasid periods.

Terminology of the Winepress Components

The Treading Floor and Collecting Vats.—
Traditionally, the fruit was crushed on the
treading floor, almost always by treading,
and the expressed liquid flowed to a vat at a
lower level. Later, more improved winepresses
developed, in which other components were
incorporated. Winepresses with open-air vats,
known in Eretz Israel and surrounding regions,
are typical of regions with dry summers. The
treading of grapes is mentioned in the Bible and
other ancient written sources and, it appears
on ancient pictorial depictions, but the only
detailed description is in the Byzantine book
Geoponica. In Hebrew sources the term gat
(nx) refers to the winepress as a whole, or to
the treading floor, and in biblical Hebrew the
term yeqev (2p°) also refers to the complete
winepress or to the collecting vat. It is clear that
the first fermentation of the must took place in
the collecting vats.

The Screw Press.— In the more developed
winepresses the rape that remained after the
grapes were trodden was pressed out for
additional liquid. The single fixed screw press,
found at Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq, is typical of the
southern Levant, where it probably developed.
It is depicted on various mosaic floors and
is apparently referred to in the Jerusalem
Talmud. The term for a screw in Mishnaic
Hebrew is lulav (2277). Along with the typical
single fixed screw there exist other types of
presses, such as beam presses. These other
types are the only ones found in other parts of
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the Mediterranean region. Varro, the Roman
agronomist, recommended to keep the first
must separate from the second pressing. It was
possible to close off the treading floor toward
the end of the treading process and then to let
the secondary must flow from the screw press
to the intermediate vat and collect it there
separately.

Auxiliary Floors— Around the treading floor
of the complex winepresses there were often
auxiliary floors. Columella (XII:27) and Pliny
the Elder (XIV:10 77) specify that in order
to make sweet wine the grapes are to be left
in the sun for three days while collecting the
first must that flows without treading. In
Mishnaic Hebrew these floors were known as
mashtiah (muwn). Usually, there were several
auxiliary floors, which probably facilitated the
organization of the work. Each floor was filled
with grapes in turn, and the batches of grapes
were then transferred to the treading floor in
the same order. The type of winepress from
Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq was not suitable to produce
red wine. Although no ancient text has survived
describing how red wine was produced, modern
practice shows that in producing red wine
the grape skins and stalks are left in the must
during fermentation. Therefore, in order to
produce red wine the winepress does not need
neither a screw press nor an intermediate vat,
and the remaining grape skins and stalks were
easily transferred from the treading floor to the
collecting vat.

Summary: The Complex Winepress

Several winepresses of this type have been
excavated. Although these presses are not
identical, they functioned in a similar manner
and were connected technologically. Each had
an influence on the other. These presses have
five common characteristics: a large treading
floor, two collecting vats, one intermediate vat
that served both collecting vats, a screw press or
other device for secondary pressing, and auxiliary
floors. Nineteen complex winepresses found in
Eretz Israel are discussed in the article (Fig. 8).

The main characteristic that distinguishes
the complex winepress is the two collecting
vats with one intermediate vat in common.
The must flowed from the treading floor to
the intermediate vat where it was undoubtedly
sieved and from there flowed to one of the two
collecting vats. While the must from a first
batch was fermenting in one collecting vat, the
must from the next batch could flow to the other
vat, turning the winepress into an industrial
installation.

Neighbouring winepresses allow defining
regional attributes and in some cases
characteristics of one region can be discerned
in winepresses of another, suggesting mutual
influences. Accordingly, all the complex
winepresses of the Negev Highlands have round
collecting vats, a unique type of screw mortise,
and auxiliary floors connected to the treading
floors by a wide opening. In most cases (except
the ‘Avedat (East) site, No. 17) the auxiliary
floor surrounded the treading floor. In the
southern coastal plain the collecting vats vary
in shape; the octagonal type was found only in
this region. However, the presses are uniform
in the positioning of the collecting vats and the
intermediate vat. The intermediate vat in Site
No. 17 is long, comparatively large, and placed
between the collecting vats where small chutes
are connected to the bores that lead from the
intermediate vat. The auxiliary treading floors
are also uniform; they are rectangular, with
spaces between them in which there were often
service areas.

Three complex winepresses are presently
known in the Carmel area; they also evince
common features. They have rectangular
collecting vats, but only in two a round
intermediate vat survived (Nos. 1, 2), placed
between the treading floor and the collecting
vats. The auxiliary floors of two of the presses
(Nos. 2 and 3) are similar both in shape and in
arrangement around the treading floor. Those
of Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq (No. 1) are different
and are similar to the auxiliary floors of the
Negev Highlands, especially to the ‘Avedat
installations. Remarkably, however, the shape
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and arrangement of the auxiliary floors in
‘Avedat (east) (No. 17) are similar to those
of the other two winepresses from the Carmel
area. The character of the auxiliary floors in
presses Nos. 1 and 17 suggest mutual influence
between the two regions. At this stage of
research, the winepress from Mishmar Ha-
‘Emeq is the only known complex winepress
in which the collecting basins of the auxiliary
floors face outward and not in the direction of
the treading floor.

Conclusions

The winepress of Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq represents
the apex in the technological development of
the winepress in Eretz Israel. The plan of the
complex winepresses allowed for industrial
production with three consecutive batches being
processed at the same time. One batch fermented
in one of the collecting vats; the second batch

was trodden on the treading floor, the must
flowed into the other collecting vat and the rape
was pressed in the screw press; the third batch
was spread on the auxiliary floors, where the first
must was collected in small basins.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. The winepress, general view to the
west.

Plan 1. The winepress, plan and sections.

Fig. 2. Base of a screw press, looking north.
Fig. 3. The intermediate vat, looking north.
Fig. 4. The collecting vats, looking south.

Fig. 5. The collecting vat (L3) of the corner
auxiliary floor (L2), looking southeast.

Fig. 6. Stratum II Pottery.

Fig. 7. Stratum I pottery.

Fig. 8. Schematic location map and plans of the
complex winepresses in Israel.
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