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TRANSPORT AMPHORAS OF “MILESIAN” TYPE:  
ORIGINALS AND LOCAL IMITATIONS

Eugen NICOLAE
In memoriam

Pierre DUPONT
ArAr Lab, Lyon, e‑mail: pierre.dupont15@orange.fr

Keywords: East‑Greek transport amphoras, “Milesian” type, Archaic period, Classical period, determination of origin, lab results
Abstract: Judging from lab results, the attribution of origin of the lineage of transport amphoras of “Milesian” type clearly points to the supremacy of 
Miletus in comparison with Samos and seems not at all restricted to the alternative between Samos and Miletus, several more or less distant secondary 
imitating centres have also been recorded.

Cuvinte‑cheie: amfore de transport est‑grecești, tip „milesian”, epoca arhaică, epoca clasică, determinarea originii, rezultate de laborator
Rezumat: Pe baza rezultatelor analizelor de laborator, atribuirea originii liniei evolutive de amfore de transport de tip „milesian” indică în mod clar 
supremația Miletului în raport cu Samos și nu pare deloc limitată la alternativa dintre cele două centre, fiind identificate mai multe centre secundare 
de producție, mai mult sau mai puțin îndepărtate, care au reprodus modelul „milesian”.

The database of the Lyon Lab of archaeometry includes some 156 amphorae samples from Miletus, mainly of the 
Archaic period but covering a much larger chronological range. Among them, seven fragments of transport amphoras 
are representative of the locally made, standard shape type of the Archaic period (Fig. 1). This is characterized by a high, 
more or less flaring convex lip, usually supported by one or several ridges overhanging each other around the top of the 
more or less flaring neck, itself set off from the shoulder, either by a gorge or by a vertical folding. Either oval in section 
or double‑reeded, the handles arch more or less obliquely down to the shoulder. As for the ovoid belly, it rests on a low 
ring‑foot, flaring out and sharply bevelled at the base. Generally micaceous and orange at the core, the beige clay of the 
exported specimens does not receive either slip or banded decoration. Instead of wine, the lineage of these Milesian 
containers was mainly intended to carry olive oil, a staple largely produced across the whole of Caria, as well as by the 
ὲλαιόφυτος Samos Island (P.Cair.Zen. I 59015γ). Of course, some morphological variants are also recorded, which have 
revealed a distinct chemical pattern. It is the case of one of our samples, similar to another find from Salamis‑on‑Cyprus 
and seemingly of Propontis manufacture (Daskyleion area?) (Fig. 2).

As early as the very beginning of the Classical period, this lineage of containers of Milesian type adopted much 
slenderer proportions, as well as a wider variety of mouth profiles, while the former ring‑foot was replaced by a more or 
less bulging, hollowed toe (Fig. 3), possibly connected with an enlargement of the production area across South Ionia.

For that reason, considering the wide distribution of this lineage of Milesian‑type containers across the Black Sea 
area, it occurred to me that it would be necessary to test the homogeneity of the manufacturing of this evolutive lineage 
of containers, either concentrated in a single centre or shared with other ones.

The situation expressed by the dendrogram of chemical patterns (Pl. I) gathering both standard archaic Milesian 
jars with ovoid body and high convex lip, and classical spindle‑shaped ones (either with high convex lip or rolled rim), 
points to a rather contrasting partition: whereas most former ones are concentrated within a wide homogenous cluster, 
gathering both our samples from Miletus itself and those collected from the Pontic settlements, the spindle‑shaped 
varieties conversely appear scattered among several distinct marginal clusters. If several isolated specimens, either with 
high convex or rolled lip, still appear high up among our Milesian main cluster (Fig. 3), some others fall into a separate 
cluster ascribable to the Samos Island (Fig. 5), thus confirming the predominantly South Ionian origin of the lineage. As 
for the latter, scattered among several mini‑clusters, their attribution of origin appears at first unclear at the present 
stage: are they still to be interpreted as nearby South‑Ionian products (present‑day Akköy area?) with deviant chemical 
patterns (Fig. 4) or should they be ascribed to other, more distant geographical areas? (Figs. 6–10). 
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Figure 1. Archaic transport amphoras of “Milesian” type: Milesian manufacture.

Figure 2. Archaic transport amphora of “Milesian” type: Propontis manufacture (Daskyleion area: Cyzicus?).
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Figure 3. Classical transport amphoras of “Milesian” type: Milesian manufacture.

Incidentally, the fact that the Archaic stage of the lineage, surely intended for the transport of Carian olive oil, 
doesn’t seem to have been imitated outside the Miletus territory, except for some isolated specimens of a deviant 
variant (Fig. 2), confirms the predominant position of Miletus across the South‑Ionian hinterland, as well as among the 
Pontic settlements. Conversely, the occurrence, as soon as the beginning of the Classical period, of the spindle‑shaped 
Classical stage of the lineage, immediately led to the appearance of various imitations, first of all by Samian workshops 
but also by various additional ones. Whether or not a sign of the declining position of Miletus following the Persian 
conquest, all these new spindle‑shaped specimens were distributed under two rim profiles: either the original one with 
the high convex lip or a more common one with a rolled rim. The fact that the two variants were represented among 
the specimens of the Milesian manufacture suggests that they were probably used differentiating between oil and wine 
content, since the Milesian territory was not notably renowned for wine production. Conversely, outside Miletus, the 
question still stands.

Of course, our selection of samples, although not fully representative yet of the real situation provides a general 
idea of the complexity of this lineage of “Milesian” containers, obviously under the aegis of Miletus during the Archaic 
period. But soon after the beginning of the Classical period, the parallel development in both Miletus and Samos of the 
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spindle‑shaped models – of the same capacity (18 choes) – led to confusion, not only between these two South‑Ionian 
lineages, but also through the development of additional imitations from several other centres of manufacture. Even if 
these additional attributions do not form really valid clusters within our dendrogram, preliminary individual comparisons 
of their chemical patterns with those of our East‑Greek references would rather point, at first to the Miletus hinterland 
(Fig. 4), then to the fringes of Central Ionia (Ephesus and Colophon‑Notion) (Fig. 6) and North‑Ionia (Erythrae and Chios) 
(Figs. 7–8), but mostly, even further north, through the Hellespontus‑Propontis straits (Fig. 9) which were both olive‑ 
and wine‑growing areas, i.e. all along the major sea‑route leading to the Black Sea, the allegedly “Milesian Lake” par 
excellence (Abydos, Lampsacus, Parion, Cyzicus et alii). Obviously, the case of the Troad‑Propontis area would surely 
be the most interesting to investigate further: devoted both to wine (Lampsacus et alii) and olive growing (first of all 
along its southern coast), for which quite a lot of suitable containers were required, the area would have been best 

Figure 4. Classical transport amphoras of “Milesian” type: Milesian hinterland manufacture.

Figure 5. Classical transport amphoras of “Milesian” type: Samian manufacture.
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suited for appropriating the Milesian design of transport amphoras. It would surely be instructive to identify the place 
of manufacture of representative regional finds: first of all, those from the Milesian settlements, but also those brought 
to light at more anonymous ones, such as those from the Menekşe Çatağı settlement (NW Propontis) bearing the stamp 
ΣΤΟΛ. Even the western shores of the Black Sea would need more inquiries, first of all the already wine‑producing 
hinterland of the Burgas Gulf, between Apollonia and Mesambria, which may well have adopted transport containers 
modelled on the one of their respective mother‑cities, viz. Miletus for Apollonia. Presumably, more imitations are most 
probably to be expected, as well as originals, both south of Miletus, along the Carian coast, and even westwards along the 
North‑Aegean coast (according to the range of finds from Akanthos, Oisyme, Dikaia and Thasos, as well as from Northern 
Pieria), unfortunately still scarcely represented as yet by only one of our samples bearing on the neck a cross‑mark recalling 
Garlan’s “à la roue” stamp, tentatively connected with Akanthos (Fig. 10). 

Thus, in the light of these preliminary lab results, the development, alongside the two main South‑Ionian initiators 
of numerous secondary workshops imitating the originals appears confirmed. This hypothesis, first suggested by the 
former case of the finds from the Tektaş Burnu shipwreck1, bearing the stamp EPY and attributed to Erythrae, appears 
supported by the chemical pattern of my own (unstamped) sample CRI 3 from Chersonesus (Fig. 6). Today, an additional  
related find from the Menekşe Çatağı settlement (NW Propontis) can be added, bearing the stamp ΣΤΟΛ2, for which 
one might hesitate between two distinct places of manufacture: either the abbreviated city name of Chalcidian ΣΤΩΛΟΣ 
(CΤΟΛIOI in the ATL for 454–434 BC) or that of a local hero of Nicomedia (NE Propontis, i.e. closer to the Menekşe Çatağı 
find), whose name was found only on a local coin from Nicomedia, struck with the inscription CΤΟΛΟC3.

Obviously, investigations into these assumed more or less remote imitations of a standard model must be expanded 
in order to obtain more coherent chemical clusters, able to provide more secure geographical attributions. Incidentally, 
the presence among the finds from Miletus itself, alongside mostly locally made “Milesian” type jars, of some imported 
specimens of quite similar type but of foreign manufacture – such as those exhibiting a Hellespontic chemical pattern 
(Fig. 9) – cannot be excluded either.

May these few lines at least highlight the flimsiness of geographical jar names, even when they are based on lab 
results, which simultaneously involve both major centres of manufacture and disparate more or less distant imitators. In 
the present case, it appears that, in addition to the prevailing amphorical tandem Miletus‑Samos, several other more or 
less distant plagiarists were also involved, although represented only marginally within our range of samples. For these, 
the attributions of origin were given on preliminary information only. In each case, specific inquiries would have to be 
carried out thoroughly on a larger scale. It goes without saying that similar situations are to be expected for most other 
types of East‑Greek transport amphoras too, dated as early as the Archaic period.

1	 Carlson 2003, p. 588, figs. 7–8.
2	 Stoyanov 2018, p. 310, fig. 7.1. 
3	 Hill 1964, p. 188. See also Wroth 1963, p. 181, nr. 15 (Nicomedia), Pontus pl. XXXIV/5; Zahrnt 1971, p. 244–246. See also Brit.Mus.Cat.of Greek coins. 

Pontus, Bologna, 1963, p. 181, pl. 34 nr. 5.

Figure 6. Classical transport amphora of “Milesian” type: Ephesian manufacture?
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Figure 7. Classical transport amphora of “Milesian” type: North‑Ionian manufacture (Erythrae?).

Figure 8. Classical transport amphora of “Milesian” type: Chian manufacture? 
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Figure 9. Classical transport amphora of “Milesian” type: Hellespontic manufacture?

Figure 10. Classical transport amphora of “Milesian” type: North‑Aegean manufacture?
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Fontes II – Fontes Historiae Daco-Romanae – Izvoarele istoriei României, II, Bucureşti, 1970
FSI – Forensic Science International
Glasnik– Glasnik. Srpsko Arheološko Društvo (Journal of the Serbian Archaeological Society), Belgrad 
Hierasus – Hierasus. Muzeul Județean Buzău
HOMO – HOMO. Journal of Comparative Human Biology, Stuttgart
Ialomița – Ialomița. Studii de cercetări de arheologie, istorie, etnografie și muzeologie, Slobozia
IDRE – C. C. Petolescu, Inscriptiones Daciae Romanae. Inscriptiones externae – Inscriptions externes concernant l’histoire 

de la Dacie, I-II, Bucureşti, 1996-2000
IGB – G. Mihailov, Inscriptiones grecae in Bulgaria repertae, vol. I-V, Sofia, 1956-1970
IGLR – E. Popescu, Inscripţiile greceşti şi latine din secolele IV–XIII descoperite în România, București, 1976
IGRR – Inscriptiones Graecae ad Res Romanas pertinentes, publiées par R. Cagnat, J. Toutain, G. Lafaye, Paris, 1906-1927
IJP – International Journal of Paleopathology
ISM – Inscriptiones Daciae et Scythiae Minoris antiquae. Series altera: Inscriptiones Scythiae Minoris Graecae et Latinae – 

Inscripțiile din Sythia Minor: I. Inscriptiones Histriae et vicinia – Histria și împrejurimile (Dionisie M. Pippidi), București, 
1983; II. Tomis et territorium – Tomis și teritoriul său (Iorgu Stoian), București, 1987; III. Callatis et territorium – 
Callatis et son territoire (Alexandru Avram), București – Paris, 1999; IV. Tropaeum – Durostorum – Axiopolis (Emilian 
Popescu), București – Paris, 2015 ; V. Capidava – Troesmis – Noviodunum (Emilia Doruțiu-Boilă), București, 1980; VI.2. 
Supplementa 2. Tomis et territorium – Tomis et son territoire (Alexandru Avram, Maria Bărbulescu, Livia Buzoianu), 
București – Paris, 2018

Istros – Istros. Muzeul Brăilei „Ferdinand I”, Brăila
IzvestijaVarna – Izvestija na Narodnija Muzej (Izvestija na Varnenskoto Arheologičesko Družestvo), Varna
JAHA – Journal of Ancient History and Archaeology, Cluj-Napoca
JAS – Journal of Archaeological Science, Amsterdam
JAT – Journal of Ancient Topography 
JFS – Journal of Forensic Studies
JITE – Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics
JHE – Journal of Human Evolution
LRBC – Late Roman Bronze Coinage A.D. 394-498, Londra, 1965: I, The Bronze Coinage of the House of Constantine  

A.D. 324–346 (P. V. Hill, J. P. C. Kent); II, Bronze Roman Imperial Coinage of the Later Empire A.D. 346–498 (R. A. G. 
Carson, J. P. C. Kent).

MarNero – Il Mar Nero. Annali di archeologia e storia, Roma
MemAnt – Memoria Antiquitatis, Piatra Neamț
Marmatia – Marmatia. Muzeul Județean de Istorie și Arheologie Maramureș, Baia Mare
MCA – Materiale și Cercetări Arheologice, București
MCSEE – Monedă și comerț în Sud-Estul Europei, Sibiu 
MEFRM – Mélanges de l’Ecole française de Rome. Moyen Âge, Rome
MER – Catalogue des monnaies de l’Empire romain. II. J.-B. Giard, De Tibère à Néron, Paris, 1988 ; III. J.-B. Giard,  

Du soulèvement de 68 après J.-C. à Nerva, Paris-Strasbourg, 1998
MFMÉ-SA – A Móra Ferenc Múzeum Évkönyve – Studia Archaeologica, Szeged
MIR – Moneta Imperii Romani. 14. B. Woytek, Die Reichsprägung des Kaisers Traianus (98–117), I–II, Wien, 2010;  

18. W. Szaivert, Die Münzprägung der Kaiser Marcus Aurelius, Lucius Verus und Commodus (161–192), Wien, 1986.
Mousaios – Mousaios. Buletinul Ştiinţific al Muzeului Judeţean Buzău
MuzNaț – Muzeul Naţional, Muzeul Național de Istorie a României, Bucureşti
Numizmatičar – Numizmatičar. Casopis za anticki i stari jugoslovenski novac, Belgrad 
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Numizmatikai Közlöny – Numizmatikai Közlöny. A Magyar Numizmatikai Társulat, Akadémiai Kladó, Budapest
NZ – Numismatische Zeitschrift, Viena
Oltenia – Oltenia. Studii și Comunicări, Craiova
Paléorient – Paléorient: revue interdisciplinaire de préhistoire et de protohistoire du sud-ouest et de l’Asie centrale, Paris
PBF – Prähistorische Bronze Funde, München – Stuttgart
Peuce – Peuce. Studii și cercetări de istorie și arheologie, Institutul de Cercetări Eco-Muzeale „Gavrilă Simion”, Tulcea
PME – H. Devijver, Prosopographia militiarum equestrium quae fuerunt ab Augusto ad Gallienum, Leuven, I (A–I, 1976), 

II (I–V, 1977), III (1980; indici)
Pontica – Pontica. Studii și materiale de istorie, arheologie și muzeografie, Muzeul de Istorie Națională și Arheologie, 

Constanța
Przeglad Archaeologzny – Przeglad Archaeologzny, Institut Archeologii i Etnologii Polskiej Akademii Nauk, Wroclaw 
PZ – Prähistorische Zeitschrift, Institut fur Prähistorische Archäologie, Berlin
RAASI – Revista de Arheologie, Antropologie și Studii Interdisciplinare, Institutul de Cercetări Bioarheologice și 

Etnoculturale, Republica Moldova
RAN – Repertoriul Arheologic Național / National Archaeological Repository
RCAN – Revista de Cercetări Arheologice și Numismatice, București
RESEE – Revue des Études Sud-Est Européennes. Academia Română. Institutul de Studii Sud-Est Europeene, București
RevArh – Revista Arheologică, Chișinău
RGZM – Barbara Pferdehirt, Römische Militärdiplome und Entlassungsurkunden in der Sammlung des Römisch-Ger

manischen Zentralmuseums, Mainz, I-II, 2004
RI – Revista Istorică. Institutul de Istorie „Nicolae Iorga”, București 
RIC – The Roman Imperial Coinage, Londra: I2, From 31 BC to AD 69, 1984 (C. H. V. Sutherland); II, Vespasian to Hadrian, 

1926 (H. Mattingly, E.A. Sydenham); II.1, From AD 69–96. Vespasian to Domitian, 2007 (I. A. Carradice, T.V. Buttrey); 
II.3, From AD 117–138. Hadrian, 2019 (R.A. Abdy, P.F. Mittag); III, Antoninus Pius to Commodus, 1930; IV.1, Pertinax 
to Geta, 1968 (H. Mattingly, E.A. Sydenham); IV.2, Macrinus to Pupienus, 1938; IV.3, Gordian III – Uranius Antoninus, 
1949 (H. Mattingly, E. A. Sydenham, C. H. V. Sutherland); V.1, 1927 (reimprimat 1968; P. H. Webb); VII, Constantine 
and Licinius A.D. 313–-337, 1966 (P.M. Bruun); VIII, The Family of Constantine I A.D. 337–364, 1981; X, The Divided 
Empire and the Fall of the Western Parts A.D. 395–491, 1994 (J.P.C. Kent)

RMD – Margaret M. Roxan, Roman Military Diplomas, London: I. Roman Military Diplomas 1954–1977, 1978; II. Roman 
Military Diplomas 1978–1984, 1985; III. Roman Military Diplomas 1985–1993, 1994; Margaret M. Roxan, P. Holder, 
Roman Military Diplomas IV, 2003; P. Holder, Roman Military Diplomas V, 2006

RMM-MIA – Revista Muzeelor și Monumentelor – Monumente Istorice și de Artă, București 
Romanoslavica – Romanoslavica. Asociația Slaviștilor din România, București
RPC – Roman Provincial Coinage, Oxford (https://rpc.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/search/map?volume_id=)
RPC, VII.2 –  Roman Provincial Coinage. VII.2. From Gordian I to Gordian III (AD 238–244): all provinces except Asia, Londra/

Paris, 2022 (J. Mairat, M. Spoerri Butcher, cu contribuția M. Amandry, R. Bland, K. Butcher, J. Nurpetlian, U. Peter).
RRH – Revue Roumaine d’Histoire, Bucarest
SAA – Studia Antiqua et Archaeologica, Iași
SCIA.AP – Studii și Cercetări de Istoria Artei. Seria Artă Plastică
SCIV(A) – Studii și Cercetări de Istorie Veche (și Arheologie), București
SCN – Studii şi Cercetări de Numismatică, Bucureşti
SHA – Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Teubner, Leipzig, 1965
Simpozion Chişinău 2003 – Simpozion de numismatică dedicat Centenarului Societăţii Numismatice Române (1903–2003), 

Chişinău, 26–28 noiembrie 2003, Bucureşti, 2005. 
SMIM – Studii și Materiale de Istorie Medie. Institutul de Istorie „Nicolae Iorga”, București
SMMIM – Studii și Materiale de Muzeografie și Istorie Militară, București
SNGCop 2 – Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum. The Royal Collection of Coins and Medals, Danish Royal National Museum, 

Copenhaga, 1942–1969 (serie reeditată); II, Thrace and Macedonia, West Milford, 1982.
SP – Studii de Preistorie, București
StCl – Studii Clasice, București
StratumPlus – Stratum Plus, Şcoala Superioară de Antropologie, Chişinău, St Petersburg, Bucureşti
Suceava – Suceava. Anuarul Muzeului Național al Bucovinei, Suceava
SympThrac – Symposia Thracologica, București
Syria – Syria. Archéologie, art et histoire. Institut Français du Proche-Orient
TdE – Trabajos de Egiptología. Papers on Ancient Egypt, Universidad de La Laguna, Tenerife, Spania
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Th-D – Thraco-Dacica, București
Tyragetia – Tyragetia. Anuarul Muzeului Naţional de Istorie a Moldovei, Chişinău
VAH – Varia Archaeologica Hungarica V. Redigit Csanád Bálint. Publicationes Instituti Archaeologici Academiae Scientiarum 

Hungaricae, Budapest
Valachica – Valachica. Studii şi cercetări de istorie şi istoria culturii, Complexul Muzeal Naţional „Curtea Domnească”, 

Târgovişte
ZPE – Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, Bonn
ZRVI – Zbornik radova Vizantološkog instituta. The Institute for Byzantine Studies. Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 

Belgrad




