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UNRAVELLING THE FUNCTION OF AEGEAN FIREBOXES

AN INTEGRATED ARCHAEOLOGICAL, EXPERIMENTAL AND ARCHAEOMETRIC STUDY

Bastien Rueff
French School at Athens
bastien.rueff@efa.gr

Fireboxes and the Aegean palatial civiilzations
Fireboxes are clay vessels found throughout the Southeast Aegean
(1), dating to the 3rd-2nd millennia BC. They have a spherical body
with multiple downward perforations, surrounded by a cup (2). Four
types have been identified: some lack a foot, while others have a
tripod, flange, or cylindrical foot (3).

Fireboxes are common in Eastern Crete and sites like Ayia Irini on
Kea (1, 4), mainly in settlements, but also occasionally in tombs (5).
Their production is linked to the rise of palatial civilizations in the
2nd millennium BC, peaking during the Neopalatial period (1700-
1450 BC), when the Minoans exerted their influence across the
Aegean.

Goals and methodology of the project
The function of fireboxes remains debated, despite efforts to
reconstruct their role in daily life (6). This project investigates
fireboxes' function, using a threefold approach that comprises
archaeological and experimental study, as well as residue analysis. It
is hypothesized that fireboxes were used to make unguents,
potentially revealing a poorly documented craft activity in the
archaeological record.

1) Distribution map of fireboxes accross the Aegean World
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Organic residue analysis
Organic residue analysis will be conducted to identify resins and fatty substances
preserved in ancient fireboxes. We are currently in the process of creating a reference
dataset using a variety of modern raw material (resins (9), oils and aromatic plants)
that will enable reliable characterization of residues recovered and will allow insights
into the exploitation of varied natural resources.
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2) Top view of a firebox 3) The three main types of fireboxes 4) Heatmap of the findspots of fireboxes 5) Contexts of the finds

6) Hypothesis on function and functioning according to several scholars Experiments: objectives and methods
The function of fireboxes has been associated with food preparation, incense burning,
and unguent production (6). These hypotheses have been tested through experiments.

Vessels manufacturing
28 replicas of fireboxes and one stand were crafted to test vessel function. Some
surfaces were smoothed, while others were left untreated (7). Additional experimental
pots of various sizes and fabrics were made to study forming techniques and to
determine if the type of the pottery paste affects the efficiency of the vessels.

Experiments: fireboxes’ use
Preliminary results confirm the hypothesis of unguent production. Unguents were
made using scented ingredients known in the Bronze Age, such as olive oil,
frankincense, beeswax, and safflower (8).

7) Experimental replicas of fireboxes

8) Unguent made with a firebox

9) Species and provenance of the resins analyzed in the reference collection
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Discussion
Experiments and organic residue analysis may clarify the function of fireboxes.
Preliminary results suggest these vessels were used for unguent production, though
further research is needed. If confirmed, this hypothesis would uncover an activity
previously unknown before the Late Bronze Age II-III Linear B tablets, shedding light on
the raw materials, techniques, and craft spaces tied to an important activity in daily life,
likely for cosmetics and medicine.
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