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Abstract  The article offers a large-scope assess-
ment of archaeological and ethnoarchaeological 
research on foodways within the core Mediterranean 
heartlands of the Ottoman Empire. It integrates evi-
dence from a range of historical and archaeologi-
cal sources, both terrestrial and underwater. After 
presenting an overview of 30 years of scholarship 
on the subject, it introduces the Ottoman manner of 
eating, cooking, and dining with the help of glazed 
tablewares and unglazed coarse wares from archaeo-
logical contexts. Furthermore, it shows the means of 
transportation and the trade routes for foodstuffs, as 
well as the ways in which they were cooked and con-
sumed, from the sultan’s court to country folk in rural 
villages.

Resumen  En el artículo se ofrece una evaluación de 
gran alcance de la investigación arqueológica y etnoar-
queológica sobre las vías alimentarias en el corazón 
mediterráneo del Imperio Otomano. Se incluyen evi-
dencias de una variedad de fuentes históricas y arque-
ológicas, tanto terrestres como submarinas. Después 
de presentar una descripción general de 30 años de 
estudios sobre el tema, se aborda la manera otomana 
de comer, cocinar y cenar con la ayuda de vajillas 
vidriadas y artículos toscos sin vidriar de contextos 

arqueológicos. Además, se muestran los medios de 
transporte y las rutas comerciales para los productos 
alimenticios, así como las formas en que se cocinaban 
y consumían, desde la corte del sultán hasta los camp-
esinos de las aldeas rurales.

Résumé  L’article propose une évaluation de grande 
ampleur de la recherche archéologique et ethno-ar-
chéologique sur les pratiques alimentaires au cœur des 
centres principaux méditerranéens de l’Empire Otto-
man. Il incorpore des indices tirés d’un éventail de 
sources historiques et archéologiques, tant de nature 
terrestre que sous-marine. Suite à la présentation d’un 
aperçu général de la recherche accomplie sur ce thème 
depuis 30 ans, il expose la manière ottomane de man-
ger, de cuisiner et de se restaurer à l’aide d’objets de 
vaisselle vernissée et d’ustensiles grossiers non vernis 
provenant de contextes archéologiques. En outre, il 
décrit les moyens de transport et les routes commer-
ciales des denrées alimentaires, ainsi que les façons 
dont elles étaient cuisinées et consommées, de la cour 
du sultan aux paysans dans les villages ruraux.

Keywords  Eastern Mediterranean · food habits · 
ceramic finds · ethnoarchaeological fieldwork

Introduction

It is probably an understatement to suggest that food 
has always been, and will always be, the key aspect of 
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human life. “Dis-moi ce que tu manges, je te dirai ce 
que tu es” (Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you 
what you are), wrote the French politician and gastro-
nome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin in 1826 for good 
reason, although he was overtaken in brevity 40 years 
later by Ludwig Feuerbach’s diagnosis: “Der Mensch 
ist, was er ißt” (Man is what he eats) (Brillat-Savarin 
1826; Feuerbach 1866:3). Very recently the World 
Economic Forum endorsed this perspective by con-
cluding: “The history of food is the history of human 
development” (Broom 2020).

However, beyond this wisdom awaits the work, 
namely the task of writing such a history of food. It 
is my intention to present here an overview of Otto-
man foodways in the Eastern Mediterranean from an 
archaeological perspective, with an emphasis on cer-
tain ceramics used for consumptive practices and for 
food processing in the Ottoman Empire.1 This Islamic 
empire existed between ca. 1300 and 1923, starting 
with Osman I (1258–1323/4), the founder of the Otto-
man dynasty, and ending on 1 November 1922, when 
the Turkish provisional government formally declared 
the Ottoman Sultanate and Empire to be abolished. 
Between the 16th and 18th centuries the empire 
experienced its heyday, including the introduction 
of a plantation economy and of new crops (tobacco, 
coffee, sugar, and maize), as well as of the impact of 
all this on material culture and daily life in the Otto-
man territories; see, e.g., Faroqhi (1984) and Singer 
(2011).

As foodways are a vital part of daily life, changes 
in the material culture related to food consumption 
and food preparation indicate developments in a 
wider socioeconomic context, both for the elites and 
for all other strata in a society. This is precisely where 
archaeology has the potential to offer crucial contri-
butions to the understanding of Ottoman foodways in 
particular and daily life in the empire in general. As 
pottery is the most durable and omnipresent artifact 
found on Mediterranean sites of any historical period, 
changes in its forms and technology offer informa-
tion about changing patterns of human behavior in 
the past. In other words, pottery may provide answers 

to questions about what, where, and how certain 
foodstuffs were consumed in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean during Ottoman times, as well as to questions 
about the processes of consumer choice and when 
new preparation techniques and related new ceramic 
shapes for food processing were introduced.

This article is based on research carried out on 
Ottoman foodways in general, covering the period 
between the 15th and the early 20th centuries. Evi-
dently, this is a vast and complex subject of which I 
can present here only a first survey of the archaeolog-
ical data and an indication of possibilities for further 
research. So, after a concise introduction of Ottoman 
foodways, the focus is on several selected topics and a 
case study to illustrate the ways in which archaeology 
can shed light on what ordinary and elite people were 
eating and drinking during Ottoman times and what 
they maintained and changed in their diets over time. 
One of the subjects is the preference for and the avail-
ability of certain food products, as well as the appear-
ance of new consumption habits and changing dining 
practices in multiethnic Ottoman society. Another 
subject is shipwrecks and their cargoes as time cap-
sules and sources of information that tell the story of 
maritime food trade and the movement of foodstuffs 
within the Ottoman Empire and beyond. Further-
more, the spread of new cooking techniques will be 
explored in relation to excavated ceramic utensils for 
food processing in urban and rural contexts in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East.

Finally, a case study addressing foodways in a 
peripheral region in the Ottoman Empire is discussed. 
It concerns ethnoarchaeological fieldwork in Aetolia, 
an isolated mountain landscape in central Greece, 
where time and technology seem to have stopped 
between the early Middle Ages and the 1950s. Based 
on village interviews conducted in the 1980s and 
1990s, the focus is on the longue durée genre de 
vie, including use of food networks, domestic uten-
sils, and culinary dishes in small rural communities 
in this region during early modern times. The results 
of these interviews are combined with information 
from ethnographic research carried out in Aetolia in 
the early 20th century on the intraregional exchange 
of traditional foodways seemingly not influenced by 
modernization processes in Greece, as well as with 
archaeological data from an extensive survey carried 
out 50 years later.

1  By “foodways” I do not mean just diet, but the totality of 
material and immaterial traditional food habits of a group, 
encompassing feeling, thinking, and behavior towards food 
and of food-related material culture, such as ceramic forms or 
vessels in other materials (wood, metal, leather, basketry). By 
“cuisine” I mean food practices (the art of cooking).
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Ottoman Foodways: A Survey of Prior Research

In the past 30 years, there has been a considerable 
interest in food consumption within the Ottoman 
Empire, which has resulted in an explosion of Otto-
man food studies in both academic and popular lit-
erature (Reindl-Kiel 1993, 1995, 2003; Arsel 1996; 
Kadioğlu Çevik 2000; Yerasimos 2005; Gürsoy 2006; 
Faroqhi 2009). However, these publications are often 
written from a strictly historical perspective and 
almost exclusively based on written texts. Also, the 
focus is predominantly inward-looking, ignoring con-
sequential influences from abroad. Compared to the 
extensive discussion on the “Columbian Exchange,”2 
research on the “Trans-Eurasian Exchange” with 
respect to the movement of crops and livestock to 
Ottoman territories is still less developed (Boivin 
et  al. 2012; Laudan 2013). In any discussion about 
Ottoman foodways it is essential to keep in mind that 
certain crops (such as rice, sugar, and exotic fruits 
from Asia, or corn, potatoes, and tomatoes from the 
Americas) moved across continents between East and 
West, shaping new diets, improving agricultural prod-
ucts, and resulting in the creation of new landscapes 
and agricultural estates (çiftliks) within the Ottoman 
Empire in order to facilitate these new tastes (Wat-
son 1983; Given 2000; Van der Veen 2011; Vroom 
2020b).

On a more regional scale, the study of tax regis-
ters (tahrir  defters) provides valuable information 
on the production and consumption of certain food 
products in towns and villages under Ottoman rule 
(Faroqhi 1977; Kiel 1997). Also, interesting ethno-
graphic and sociological studies of rural settlements 
in the Ottoman Empire have been carried out based 
both on archival documents and oral history (S. Bom-
meljé et  al. 1987; Ionas 2000; Ziadeh-Seely 2000). 
For instance, not only were traditional village and 
domestic architectural forms (single-story longhouses 
for country folk) explored in Ottoman central Greece 
(Stedman 1996), but also the changing function of 
an Ottoman farmstead (qasr) in Jordan (Carroll et al. 
2006). Furthermore, the network of Ottoman inns 

(khans) providing accommodation and food to travel-
ers was mapped together with land routes and bridges 
in the Greek Pindos Mountains (Y. Bommeljé and 
Doorn 1996).

Of relevance to the study of Ottoman food produc-
tion is a surface survey in the eastern Peloponnese in 
which practices of land exploitation and agricultural 
estates (çiftliks) were a focus of research (Gregory 
2007). In addition, Ottoman grain mills and olive 
presses in eastern Crete and in Stari Bar (Montene-
gro) were recorded, as well as the use of water mills 
in the Near East (McQuitty 1995; Brumfield 2000; 
Zanichelli 2008). Ottoman food systems in general 
received attention (LaBianca 2000; Singer 2011), with 
research on animal-bone finds in Hungary and in Stari 
Bar (Pluskowski and Seetah 2006), and on plants and 
crop husbandry in Turkey (Nesbitt 1993). In addition, 
ceramic evidence for beekeeping was recognized in 
Palestine under the Mamluk Sultanate (ca. mid-13th to 
early 16th centuries) and in the following period under 
Ottoman rule (ca. early 16th to early 20th centuries) 
(Taxel 2006).

Although little exists in the way of specific 
archaeological research on Ottoman nutrition (stud-
ies in archaeobotany, archaeozoology, and osteology; 
food residue; and isotope analyses), a good deal of 
research has been carried out in written sources with 
respect to food prices, street “fast” food, public soup 
kitchens (imarets), religious rules regarding diet, and 
travelers’ accounts on the use of food (Faroqhi and 
Neumann 2003; Ergin et  al. 2007; Singer 2011).3 
These accounts make it clear that most European 
travelers found Ottoman food too plain and simple for 
their liking, noticing in particular the lack of sauces, 
gravy, or garnishes (de Nicolay 1576:177–178; Mory-
son 1617:128; D’Ohsson 1791:23); compare Vroom 
(2003:336–337). This opinion was expressed in no 
uncertain terms by a Spaniard who served as a physi-
cian to Sinan Pasa (admiral of the Ottoman fleet) in 
the 16th century and complained that common Otto-
mans were not particularly concerned with food: “If 
you ask me, they eat to live, not because they take 
pleasure in food” (Solalinde 1919:254–257).

2  The term “Columbian Exchange” was introduced in 1972 to 
refer to the widespread exchange of animals, plants, culture, 
human populations, diseases, and ideas between the American 
and Afro-Eurasian hemispheres following the voyage to the 
“New World” by Christopher Columbus in 1492.

3  Unfortunately, there have not been developments in the study 
of Ottoman foodways, in the context of independence, of cer-
tain places by local academics. To my knowledge, there are 
also not many studies yet on archaeobotany, archaeozoology, 
osteology, food residue, and isotope analyses for the Ottoman 
period in the Eastern Mediterranean.
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There is, on the other hand, a plethora of lit-
erature on the sumptuous dining habits of the sul-
tan’s court and of the Ottoman elite, often based on 
archival documents and reports by Western travel-
ers. The subjects of these studies range from politi-
cal dining (ambassadors’ lunches and receptions), 
ceremonial feasting, and outdoor meals (picnics) 
to etiquette, table equipment, and aspects of courtly 
cooking, including the imperial kitchen, its staff, and 
its porcelain and metal utensils (Erdoğdu 2000; Kut 
2000; Türkoğlu 2000; Bilgin 2009; Vroom 2011, 
2017:910–911, figure  9.6.5). A distinction between 
an “Eastern model” and a “Western model” of din-
ing habits could be revealed in certain parts of the 
Ottoman Empire, apparent by differences in furniture, 
cutlery, and pottery shapes (Table 1); compare Vroom 
(2003:349–352, table 12.5).

Apart from the archaeological study of the Otto-
man food-related material culture, the study of pic-
torial evidence of Ottoman dining scenes is also a 
valuable way of adding perspective to the informa-
tion provided by written sources, such as the accounts 
by Western travelers (Fig.  1). Quite informative, for 
example, are paintings depicting festivities of the 
Ottoman court and the capital’s elite, and the consid-
erable number of colorful miniatures (such as those 
by the famous miniaturist Levnî) with dining scenes 
in books, such as Hünername and Surnâme-i Vehbi 
(Atasoy 1971; Irepoğlu 1999; Bağcι et  al. 2010; 
Yeniṣehirlioğlu 2020).

Ottoman Foodways: Widening Rims, Changing 
Dining Habits

According to Western travelers who reported on 
Ottoman dining habits, most of the ordinary houses 
in the Ottoman Empire had no specific dining area, 
since all rooms were multipurpose and suitable for 
dining (Moryson 1617:126–127; D’Ohsson 1791:32; 
Dodwell 1819). In traditional households (espe-
cially among the well-to-do classes) during official 
meals the men ate separately from the women (who 
ate in the harem and women’s quarters) (Gürsoy 
2006:108–113; Bilgin 2009:82–84). In houses of the 
Ottoman elite, servants would file in carrying food 
in lidded serving dishes made of metal (gold, silver, 
gold-plated copper) or “porcellana.” The only cutlery 
available on the dining table was spoons; otherwise, 

food was brought to the mouth with three fingers 
of the right hand (de Nicolay 1576:176; D’Ohsson 
1791:32). The tendency of refining a meal with a 
pleasant scent led to the creation of rosewater dis-
pensers and censers, thus adding another sensory 
stimulus to wining and dining (Forrest and Murphy 
2013). Furthermore, the ceremony of the washing of 
hands before and after a meal involved a basin (leğen) 
and a spouted vessel (ibrik). In upper-class house-
holds the ibrik was often made of metal (tinned cop-
per) and was brought round by a servant with a towel, 
while other classes used ceramic versions for hand 
washing (Vroom 2007b).

With the rise of a new, prosperous “middle class” 
in the Ottoman provinces during the 16th and 17th 
centuries, there was a growing demand for new deli-
cacies and luxurious possessions related to the prep-
aration and consumption of food (Gerö 1978; Bikić 
2003; Establet and Pascual 2003; Kovács 2005). One 
of the many manifestations of this new affluence was 
an increase in the variety of ways in which food was 
prepared and in the amount of effort that was invested 
in dining in style, with luxury tablewares for specific 
functions and fashions (Carroll 1999, 2000; Vroom 
2017:909–912). The use of fashionable tin-glazed 
tablewares from Ottoman pottery production centers 
(such as Iznik and Kütahya in western Turkey) played 
an important part in the dining rituals of the empire 
(Atasoy and Raby 1989; Carswell 1998; J. Rogers 
2000; Vroom 2005:158–161,168–171). A new shape 
in the glazed-tableware repertoire of the 16th and 
17th centuries was, for instance, a large flanged dish 

Table 1   The differences between Eastern and Western din-
ing habits from 16th- to 18th-century pictures of the Ottoman 
period in the Eastern Mediterranean

Based on Vroom (2003:350, table 12.5).

Eastern Model Western Model

No specific dining area Introduction of dining room
Low round table High square table
Sitting on the ground Sitting on chairs
One main dish with food Several main dishes with food
No drinking vessels Drinking vessels of transparent 

glass
Communal bowls of 

Chinese porcelain
Individual plates of Italian maiolica

No knives or forks Cutlery sets: sharp-pointed knives 
and two-pronged forks
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with an expanded flat rim, the diameter of which var-
ied between 24 and 32 cm (Vroom 2000:204–206).

During this period the average rim width of Otto-
man tablewares increased notably compared to the 
previous late Byzantine period (17–20 cm) (Vroom 
2003:234–235, table  7.3). The new wide-rimmed 
glazed dishes were probably used for food that con-
tained a lot of fat or liquid, such as soup, which in 
the 16th century became one of the most com-
mon dishes in the Ottoman Empire (containing, for 
instance, legumes and trachana). These liquid mix-
tures were probably eaten communally from a cen-
trally placed large dish into which everybody who 
was sitting around it dipped his or her spoon (Fig. 1, 
left); compare Ursinus (1985) and Vroom (2003:346, 
figures 12.3–12.4).

The 19th century was, for the Ottoman Empire, 
a period of transition in which food consumption 
was transformed from an oriental table setting to a 

“modern” or Westernized dining style. By then the 
Eastern model and the Western model of dining hab-
its could exist concurrently in some parts within the 
Ottoman Empire (Vroom 2003:349–351). In those 
regions where the Western style of dining was gaining 
ground, this meant an increase in the quantity, shapes, 
and variety of tableware (ranging from tureens to 
bowls for sherbet, compote, or halvah) and by the 
appearance of matching collections of personalized 
settings (among which were cutlery sets). This seems 
to be in accordance with the growing significance 
of individual dining in the Ottoman territories—and 
the related move to smaller/medium-sized individual 
plates for appetizers, desserts, or snacks—that took 
place as a result of the increasing influence of West-
ernized “bourgeois” consumption behavior (François 
2001–2002, 2008; Samancι 2003:180–181, 2009; 
Vroom 2003:351–352).

Fig. 1   Use of food products at the Ottoman court and upper classes, as shown in miniatures (left) and in recipes from a 19th-century 
cookbook (right) (Vroom 2003:343, tables 12.2–12.4, 346, figures 12.3–12.4).
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Ottoman Food Products: 253 Recipes, 12 
Ingredients, and 1 Tradition

Although Ottoman cookbooks have been used as his-
torical sources, specific analyses of the ingredients 
listed in them have seldom been undertaken. Still, 
these ingredients can provide valuable information 
about the food, tastes, and diets of the well-to-do 
classes in Ottoman cities (Albala 2012). An important 
19th-century Turkish cookbook, Melceü’t-tabbâhîn 
(literally “Refuge for Cooks,” based on earlier reci-
pes), was translated into English as Turkish Cookery 
Book and offered an excellent “entry” for a Western 
audience into Ottoman cuisine (Kut 1996:67; Vroom 
2003:342–344, figure  12.2). It contains 253 recipes 
divided into 20 sections, varying from meat stocks to 
jams and preserves. When one counts all ingredients 
in these recipes one arrives at a total of around 120, 
of which the 10 most-used are: (1) salt, 161 times; (2) 
butter, 128 times; (3) pepper, 113 times; (4) onions, 
89 times; (5) sugar, 87 times; (6) eggs, 76 times; (7) 
mutton, 68 times; (8) flour, 51 times; (9) lemons, 48 
times; and (10) cinnamon, 45 times (Fig. 1, top right); 
compare Vroom (2003:table 12.2).

The second place for butter (and sheep fat) sug-
gests a high regard for this ingredient in the Ottoman 
kitchen, which seems quite normal in preindustrial 
nomadic societies of the East (Araz 2000; Şavkay 
2000); see also the 15th- to 16th-century recipes in 
Yerasimos (2005) for the favorite ingredients of the 
Ottoman elite of that era: “rice, sugar and butter.” 
Olive oil, which was of course not readily avail-
able outside the Mediterranean area of the Ottoman 
Empire (but which had been much used in Greek/
Roman/Byzantine cuisine), is quite uncommon in 
these recipes; it appears only in recipes for fish soups 
and a few fish dishes.4

Mutton or lamb as the main ingredient of meat 
dishes also forms an important group in the reci-
pes (in seventh place); fish, poultry, and game are 
not so popular. The meat dishes were prepared 
with a wide range of cooking techniques, includ-
ing frying, roasting, and boiling, and are some-
times sweetened, revealing the Eastern preference 

for sugar, which is in fifth place in these recipes 
(Vroom 2003:344).

Pepper, salt, and cinnamon are the most popu-
lar spices (Fig.  1, right center); see also Neu-
mann (2003), Vroom (2003:table 12.3), and Balta 
and Yιlmaz (2004). Other common spices, which 
are used in much smaller quantities, are garlic, 
mixed spices, cumin, nutmeg, and sago. Parsley 
and lemon juice are also regularly used as sea-
sonings (Fig.  1, right bottom); see also Vroom 
(2003:table  12.4). Food products from the New 
World, such as potatoes, tomatoes, and maize 
were of course known in the 19th century, but not 
important in the cuisine featured in this Turkish 
Cookery Book.

The information from this cookbook is con-
firmed by other written sources, including account 
lists of food consumption in imarets that give 
detailed insight into the budget, the menu, and the 
rules of hospitality of these pious foundations that 
offered free meals to the poor (Faroqhi 1984:328, 
table  33; Singer 2009, 2011). Furthermore, an 
important task of the Ottoman state was to guaran-
tee a continuous supply of the most essential food-
stuffs to Istanbul (most notably bread) (Murphey 
1988:230–234; İnalcik et al. 1997:180). In its hin-
terland, excavated archaeobotanical evidence from 
a small settlement in central Turkey seems to cor-
roborate a grain-based diet for common Ottomans. 
A sample of charred plant remains from Ottoman 
times suggests that bread wheat was the main crop, 
followed (at a distance) by two-row hulled barley 
and rye (Nesbitt 1993; Fairbairn, 2002:206–207; 
Piskin and Tatbul 2015); see also Balta (1992) for 
the use of and trade in grain in Ottoman Greece.

Shipwrecks: The Archaeology of Sunken 
Networks

Many food provisions arrived in Istanbul by ship. 
A 17th-century register of market dues shows that 
imports of grain (barley and millet), olives, fruits, 
and cheese came from the Aegean, whereas other 
provisions (such as nuts and apples) came in middle-
sized boats from the Black Sea region. Large galleons 
(kalyon) from Egypt provided the capital with more 
exotic food products, such as rice, spices, and sugar 
(Panzac 1992; Ḯnalcik et al. 1997:180–181, table I.36).

4  Apparently, until the 18th century olive oil was used by 
Ottoman Turks mostly for lighting and for pharmaceutical pur-
poses; compare Yerasimos (2005:11).
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An archaeological perspective on Ottoman mari-
time movement of foodstuffs is provided by the 
“Sadana Island Shipwreck,” which was found 35 km 
south of Hurghada in the northwestern part of the 
Red Sea off the Egyptian coast. The wreck’s excava-
tion resulted in detailed information about the ship, 
which was 50 m long, 18 m wide, and able to carry 
900 tons of cargo. It probably sank in the 1760s, a 
period in which economic activity and maritime trade 
had increased in the Red Sea (Ward 2000). Ward 
(2000) mentions additional examples of Ottoman 
shipwrecks.

The cargo of this mid-18th-century ship included 
not only Chinese porcelain of the Qing dynasty 
(which was specially manufactured for the Middle 
Eastern market), but also glass bottles (transporting 
liquor), 50 copper artifacts related to food process-
ing and serving (including a coffeepot), as well as 
ca. 800 unglazed clay water jars (qulal) of some 30 
different types (Ward 2000:figures 7.4–7.5). Further-
more, most of the cargo consisted of organic material. 
Archaeobotanists detected spices from western India 
(such as pepper, coriander, cardamom, and nutmeg), 
frankincense from Oman, coffee beans, coconuts, 
food products from the Mediterranean (hazelnuts, 
grapes, figs, olives), as well as bones from sheep, 
goats, birds, and fish (Ward 2000:185,197–198). This 
varied cargo suggests that the ship sank on its way 
back to Ottoman territory coming from its far eastern 
borderlands (and perhaps beyond).

Other Ottoman shipwrecks seem to confirm this 
trade along the maritime Silk Road.5 For instance, 
around 1,000 Ottoman ceramic pots were recovered 
in the northern Red Sea as cargo of a ship that sank 
in the Bay of Sharm-el-Sheikh near the southern tip 
of the Sinai (Raban 1971; Ward 2000:187). Most of 
these items seem to be unglazed water jugs (qulal) 
with sieves in their interior necks. Furthermore, 
tobacco-pipe bowls and implements for smoking 
opium were found in the shipwreck as well as frag-
ments of Chinese porcelain cups of the late Kangxi 
period, dated to the first half of the 18th century 
(Raban 1971:151–152).

Recently, a British-led group of underwater 
archaeologists discovered 12 shipwrecks between the 
Lebanese and Cypriot coastlines, among which were 

the remains of a large 17th-century Ottoman mer-
chant boat 43 m long and capable of carrying 1,000 
tons of cargo (The History Blog 2020). The ship sank 
around 1630 during the reign of Sultan Murad IV 
(reigned 1623–1640), apparently on its way between 
Egypt and Istanbul. Its cargo included at least 588 
artifacts of a wide variety of cultural origins, rang-
ing from Yemeni water jars to painted jugs from 
Italy. Furthermore, it yielded peppercorns from India, 
incense from Arabia, and a copper coffeepot (Middle 
East Monitor 2020).

These items not only shed light on maritime trade 
routes, but also on daily life at sea in the Ottoman era. 
The wreck seems to be evidence of a maritime route 
running from China and India to the Persian Gulf and 
Red Sea, and into the eastern Mediterranean, most 
probably ending in Istanbul. The wreck’s cargo con-
tained 360 cups, dishes, and a Chinese porcelain bot-
tle that were made in the kilns of Jingdezhen during 
the reign of Chongzhen (1611–1644), the last Ming 
emperor; compare Raby (1986). Decorated with idyl-
lic pastoral scenes, figures, and floral motifs, these 
blue-and-white cups were at first designed for sipping 
tea (Pitts 2017). Nevertheless, the Ottomans adapted 
them for the new consumptive fashion then spreading 
across the East: coffee drinking.

Coffee Drinking: The Typo‑Chronology 
of a National Pastime

The shipwrecks yielded both local and imported 
ceramics, among which delicately made cups related 
to the spread of coffee consumption in the Ottoman 
Empire are prominent (Vroom 1996, 2003:354–356). 
These small glazed cups (known as finçan) have 
received much attention in Ottoman archaeology. This 
is due to the fact that coffee cups are easily identifia-
ble in ceramic assemblages from excavations and sur-
face surveys. Vroom (1996, 2020a:688) demonstrates 
that Ottoman coffee cups have even been recovered in 
archaeological contexts outside the Ottoman Empire, 
showing that the Ottomans were trendsetters in coffee 
drinking. Moreover, their production typologies offer 
a valuable chronological tool, as is shown by quite 
solidly dated, colorful decorated examples excavated 
from rubbish pits at Thebes in central Greece (Fig. 2); 
compare Vroom (2006:181–233, 2007a:81–83, fig-
ure  4.12–14). The presence of these high-quality 

5  I have not looked into the matter of harbor deposits; I have 
no knowledge whether they exist.
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18th-century ceramics among the Theban waste 
appears to represent the discards of a well-to-do pro-
vincial household that was able to import decorative 
tableware from the heart of the Ottoman Empire.

In fact, the majority of such glazed coffee cups 
excavated in the Ottoman territories came not as 
imports from southeastern China or from European 
factories (like the ones made in Meissen, Vienna, and 
Sèvres ca. 1730–1740), but were in fact produced at 
Kütahya in northwestern Turkey (Lane 1939:236, 
1957:65). This new type of thin-walled tableware, 
made of a fine buff-colored fabric, made its way from 
Kütahya to other parts within and beyond the Otto-
man Empire during the 18th century; see, for exam-
ple, finds in shipwrecks off the southern French coast 
(Amouric et  al. 1999:159–168). Kütahya ware was 
strongly influenced by imported Chinese porcelain 
and is therefore sometimes described as a cheap sub-
stitute for real porcelain or as “peasant-porcelain” 
(Lane 1957:65).

Late 18th- to 19th-century decorated Kütahya ware 
was also found in the refuse in various Ottoman pithoi 
(large storage jars), pits, and wells in the Athenian 
agora in Greece (Frantz 1942; Vroom 2019:190–191, 
figure 3). These coffee cups were found in substantial 
numbers specifically in the central part of the agora 

(in and around the “Late Roman Palace” and near the 
demolished church of Vlassarou), confirming that 
coffee was regularly consumed on this spot from the 
18th century onwards. In a late 18th-century engrav-
ing, some British travelers can be detected here, stud-
ying the nearby monument of Philopappos in Ath-
ens, while the Janissary who escorted them prepared 
coffee on a tripod in the open air (Stuart and Revett 
1762–1830[3]:5.1).

In the course of the 18th century coffee drinking 
became a popular pastime all over the Ottoman Empire, 
resulting in the introduction of special equipment, such 
as coffee burners, grinders, sieves, and brewers. After 
meals, diners in well-to-do households washed their 
hands and drank coffee from delicately painted cups, 
sometimes with matching saucers, as hot and as black 
as possible, which was considered to aid the digestion 
(Dodwell 1819:157); compare François (2012:482–486, 
plate 5) and Yenişehiroǧlu (2017). However, archaeo-
logical finds clearly indicate that the new stimulant was 
not only drunk after meals at home or in the harem, but 
also in bathhouses (hammam), in gardens, and in open 
fields (probably during picnics) throughout the empire 
(Karababa and Ger 2011; Sabbionesi 2014).

The delicacy of the Kütahya-ware cups suggests 
that they were primarily made for intimate gatherings 

Fig. 2   Thebes, Greece: finds of Kütahya coffee cups in rubbish pits (Vroom 2006:figures 19–22,30–31).
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of the Ottoman affluent classes, but their success also 
made them suited for more mundane use in coffee-
houses and bazaars (Hattox 1985; Işin 2003; Geor-
geon 2009). In his famous travel account, Evliya 
Çelebi recorded at least 300 coffeehouses and 500 
coffee merchants in Istanbul alone (Evren 1996). Cof-
fee cups found during excavations in the markets of 
Istanbul yielded a wide spectrum of coffee-cup types, 
each apparently associated with varying levels of 
social prestige (Kut 1996; Baram 1999, 2002, 2009; 
Yenişehiroǧlu 2017). Eventually, imperial edicts were 
even issued against coffeehouses, as these popular 
establishments for both Muslims and non-Muslims 
often became places beyond government control (and 
developed into locations that fostered conservation 
and the transfer of ideas) (Beeley 1970; Karababa and 
Ger 2011).

Cooking Techniques: Baking, Boiling, Roasting 
in a Separate Place

Apart from the imperial kitchens of the Topkapι Pal-
ace in Istanbul (about which there are many written 
sources and accounts––compare Faroqhi and Neu-
mann (2003), Gürsoy (2006:95–111), and Bilgin 
(2009)––it is not easy to find archaeological evidence 
of kitchens, kitchen furniture (ovens, hearths), and 
equipment in other parts of the Ottoman Empire (an 
ethnographical approach is provided by Koṣay and 
Ülkücan [1961]. Taking into account that the imperial 
kitchens would skew perception of other more modest 
cooking spaces, it seems that during Ottoman times 
most kitchens were separate places, situated away 
from the living quarters (for instance, in a court- or 
backyard, including a kitchen garden), and this prac-
tice still continues in some parts of present-day Tur-
key (Koṣay and Ülkücan 1961:plates 1–7). Food and 
bread were also cooked in a public bakery (firin) or 
bought in a shop (Yerasimos 2005). All this was com-
mon to most of the Mediterranean and large parts of 
the Middle East, not just the Ottoman Empire.

The transfer of several cooking techniques (such as 
baking, boiling, roasting, and frying) from areas out-
side the empire can provide additional information 
on Ottoman kitchens. It is likely, for instance, that the 
spread of Turko-Islamic cuisines and of tannur ovens 
in Eurasia and Africa is related to 16th-century trade 
routes to the eastern parts of the Ottoman Empire 

(Laudan 2013:map 4.3). The tannur (or tandir, tabun) 
used here was an enclosed structure made of clay and 
heated from within. These built-up ovens were spe-
cifically used for the cooking and heating of dishes, as 
well as for the baking of flat bread (pide).

According to ethnoarchaeological research, four 
types of permanent built fire installations could be dis-
cerned in traditional villages in modern Syria (which 
very well may reflect the situation in villages all over 
the eastern parts of the Ottoman Empire): (1) a cylin-
drical, hollow clay installation, ca. 1 m high and ca. 
45–50 cm wide with a small opening at the bottom for 
fuel (tannur, tandoor); (2) a smaller “igloo-shaped” 
clay installation, partly dug into the floor, ca. 45 cm 
high and ca. 60 cm wide at the bottom, with a small 
opening at the bottom for fuel (tabun); (3) a domed 
metal pan, placed on bricks with fuel in between (saj); 
and (4) a domed cylinder-shaped clay installation, ca. 
80–100 cm high, with a shelf and a large opening on 
the front side (waqdiah) (Mulder-Heymans 2002:198). 
Depending on the oven shape, different varieties of 
bread were baked either on the inside or outside of 
the installation, while dishes could be cooked or meat 
roasted in the sintering fire. The fuel provision varied 
(wood, charcoal, animal dung, agricultural residues), 
but was always from local sources (Smith 1998).

Ceramic Utensils for Food Processing: Casseroles, 
Frying Pans, and Beyond

Domestic utensils made of earthenware (pots, vessels, 
frying pans), which may be related to these built fire 
installations, have been found in various excavated 
Ottoman contexts (such as those shown in Figures 3 
and 4). Although regional variation in these coarse 
wares existed, there was also a clear standardization 
of some specific types of utilitarian wares that were 
used for food processing (including food preparation 
and cooking). A system for diagnosing the typo-chro-
nology of unglazed coarse wares of Ottoman times 
from stratigraphic excavations at Istanbul was devel-
oped by John Hayes. His first preliminary report on 
these wares came from excavations of the Bodrum 
Djami (or Myrelaion), followed by a more extensive 
publication from the Saraçhane Djami excavations 
11 years later (Hayes 1981, 1992:chapters  13–24). 
About 190 vessel types were listed in a preliminary 
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conspectus of the types used in Istanbul during early 
Ottoman times (Hayes 1992:233).

Early Ottoman unglazed ceramics produced and 
used in Istanbul differed significantly from their (late) 
Byzantine predecessors. One of the most striking new 
features in the Saraçhane Djami assemblages was 
the total disappearance of commercial amphorae for 
bulk goods (wine, olive oil), which were probably 
replaced by wooden barrels (Vroom 1998). Further-
more, one may notice the replacement of thin-walled, 
unglazed cooking pots by simple lead-glazed types, 
with a glaze applied directly on the clay body (rather 
than applied on a slip in between). Consequently, the 
quantities of glazed wares in the Saraçhane contexts 
increased substantially, to around 35%–40% of finds 
in early Ottoman contexts, with a further rise in the 
18th/19th centuries, when glazed wares came to pre-
dominate (ca. 60%–80%) (Hayes 1992:233).

In addition, the Saraçhane assemblages clearly show 
that new shapes of coarse wares appeared in early Otto-
man times. In contrast to those of earlier periods, the late 

15th- to 17th-century deposits contained high-stemmed 
bowls (goblets or cups, perhaps for drinking sherbet, 
ayran, or just water), spouted jugs (the so-called ibrik), 
tall two-handled flagons, basket-handled jars, and two-
handled jars, sometimes with a glaze at the bottom 
(Hayes 1992:figures  103–133). The function of these 
last ones was described by Hayes as “stew pots,” by oth-
ers as “chamber pots” (Bakirtzis 1980; Hayes 1992:286, 
figure  105; Bikić 2003:figure  35; François and Ersoy 
2011:385–386, figure  7). They had an interior coated 
with a lime deposit, which could indeed reasonably point 
to sanitary uses (Vroom 2006:195, figures 58,61).

Similar typological changes in the ceramic rep-
ertoire can be seen in other parts of the Ottoman 
Empire. On Cyprus, for instance, the introduction of 
new shapes (together with decorative motifs) took 
place in unglazed domestic wares, especially in hand-
formed manufactured vessels that existed side by side 
with wheel-made pots (Gabrieli 2009:71–72). At 
Paphos in western Cyprus, a 15th- to 16th-century 
kitchen assemblage varied from typical cooking pots 

Fig. 3   Distribution map of Ottoman hole-mouth globular cooking pots in the Eastern Mediterranean. (Map by author, 2021.)
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and fireproof boiling jars to newly introduced casse-
roles (oven dishes), bowls, pans, and plates for food 
preparation (Gabrieli 2009:figures  6.5–6.7). Similar-
looking local handmade cooking pots, casseroles, 
jugs, jars, and frying pans came from four sealed 
16th- and 17th-century deposits under an excavated 
house at Nicosia (François 2017:figure 11,D37,C17).

In Middle Eastern assemblages there is evidence 
for continuity in the production and use of handmade 
coarse vessels at rural settlements from the 15th cen-
tury into Ottoman times (Milwright 2000:193–195, 
2008). Deep, hole-mouth, globular cooking pots 
(both handmade and wheel-made ones) seem to 
dominate Ottoman kitchen assemblages in Israel 
and Palestine—a shape that seemed to be spreading 
to other parts of the Eastern Mediterranean (Fig.  3) 
(Hahn 1997:plate 55 no. 6229, plate 57; Gabrieli 
2009:figure 6.5 nos. 1,6, figure 6.7 nos. 1,3; London 
2016:243). This is shown by excavated early Otto-
man examples at Khirbal Birzeit, Ti‘innik, Emmaus 

Qubayba, Tel Jezreel, and Jerusalem (Abu Khalaf 
2009; Avissar 2009).6 Such cooking pots could, for 
instance, be directly placed in hot embers/charcoal, 
on a metal tripod, and on a cooking installation (such 
as the tannur), or were perhaps hung from above on a 
pothook.

In addition, excavations at various sites in the Mid-
dle East (among which are Khirbat Birzeit, Ti‘innik, 
Sataf, and Karak in Jordan) have shown an increase 
of finds of open, shallow utilitarian vessels, such as 
casseroles (known in Turkish as “güvec”), cooking 
bowls, pans, and basins (the latter are known in Greek 
as “lekani”). They varied in size and form (Fig.  4). 
Their shapes made them suitable for multifunctional 
food processing, among which the simmering of 

Fig. 4   Distribution map of Ottoman casseroles, pans, and bowls for food processing in the Eastern Mediterranean. (Map by author, 
2021.)

6  Although these vessels appear to continue in late Otto-
man contexts of the mid-18th to the 19th centuries at Tel 
Yoqne’am, Habonim-Kafr Lam, Qula, and al-Qubab (Avissar 
2005, 2009; Abu Khalaf 2009:16,20–21).
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tough meat cuts (such as lamb shank) in saucy stews, 
the baking of (savory) bread in an oven, as well as the 
soaking of beans or chickpeas, the cleaning of lentils, 
and the kneading of bread or dough for pies and pas-
tries; compare Kyriakopoulos (2015:256).

Then again, late Ottoman pottery assemblages start 
to show more variety in domestic utensils. Excava-
tions of a late Ottoman house at Izmir (old Smyrna) 
yielded, for example, different types of cooking, serv-
ing, and tablewares dated to the second half of the 
18th century (François and Ersoy 2011). The batterie 
de cuisine found at this cosmopolitan household con-
sisted not only of locally made casseroles, cooking 
bowls, glazed conserve pots, and glazed basins, but 
also of imported casseroles and basins from work-
shops at Savona or Albisola in Liguria (northern 
Italy) and imported casseroles and a frying pan/sauce-
pan (testo) from ateliers in Vallauris/Biot (southern 
France) (François and Ersoy 2011:figures 2–4).

During the 19th century, imported cooking uten-
sils with glazed interiors began to appear at various 
sites in the Eastern Mediterranean: not only from 
southern France (Vallauris/Biot) and northern Italy 
(Savona/Albisola) as in the case of Smyrna, but also 
from the Greek island of Siphnos (Fig.  5). These 
imported vessels have been found in excavated con-
texts at Chania, Ephesus, Paphos, Tel Yoqne’am, 
and Jerusalem, where they were mostly dated from 
the second half of the 18th to the early 19th century 
(Hahn 1997:plate 57 no. 80-P 0354/0358; Avissar 
2009:figure  2.2 no. 6, figure  2.11 no. 15; Gabrieli 
2009:figure 6.7 nos. 6–7; François 2015:figure 1 no. 
3; Vroom and Fιndιk 2015:plate 35 no. 139). It is not 
unlikely that they were brought by “stewpot sellers” 
to Ottoman households, as is shown for a later period 
on old photographs of Ottoman crafts and guilds in 
Istanbul (Fig. 5, top right) (Evren 1999:199).

The Siphniote glazed cooking dishes (known 
in Greek as “tsoukali” or “tsikali”) were widely 
exported (in particular from the 1840s onward) 
on boats from coastal workshops on the island 
to other parts of the Aegean, the Ionian islands, 
Cyprus, and the Middle East (Jones 1986:fig-
ure 12.5; Kyriakopoulos 2015:261–264). The good 
reputation of the cooking wares from Siphnos for 
boiling, frying, or baking was based on the special 
heat-resistant properties of their very micaceous 
and iron-rich fabrics. In addition, in the early 18th 
century the French botanist/traveler Joseph Pitton 

de Tournefort praised the quality of Siphniote 
lead, a lead as hard as pewter, which “makes the 
seething pots of the island exceeding good” (de 
Tournefort 1717:letter IV). Due to these reasons, 
the Siphniote vessels were said to have been pre-
ferred by Cretan housewives even above locally 
made cooking wares (Blitzer 1984:145).

An Ethnoarchaeological Case Study: A Periphery 
without Pottery

Ethnoarchaeological research and ethnographical col-
lections can provide additional information on food-
ways and the use of related domestic ceramic utensils 
in rural settlements during Ottoman and more recent 
times in the sense that they try to reconstruct actual 
daily life in a traditional preindustrial society (Kohl 
1989:241; London 2000, 2016). Ethnographical col-
lections often show complete objects and nicely dec-
orated pots, whereas oral history may provide infor-
mation on daily life that cannot always be found in 
written sources. An example of ethnoarchaeological 
research is the study on long-term subsistence strate-
gies and food behavior in remote Greek mountain vil-
lages by the Aetolian Studies Project (S. Bommeljé 
et  al. 1987:114–135). By using both surface surveys 
and structured interviews in nearly 300 villages in 
Aetolia in central Greece, this multidisciplinary project 
aims to shed light on the history of habitation and the 
long-term “genre de vie” in this inhospitable mountain 
region from prehistoric times to the end of the pre-
modern era (ca. 1950, when the end of the Greek Civil 
War came with the introduction of passable dirt roads, 
electricity, and even of utensils made of plastic or alu-
minum). The data of the surface survey and the village 
interviews were supplemented by information retrieved 
from Ottoman tax registers, early population counts, 
historical agricultural statistics, and reconstruction 
of the network of footpaths, bridges, and inns (Doorn 
1989; Y. Bommeljé and Doorn 1996).

The interviews were conducted between 1981 and 
1990 in 278 villages and several hamlets, as well as 
in old inns along transhumance routes that were still 
more or less in use, all situated in the modern epar-
chies of Evrytania, Trikhonis, Mesolongion, Nav-
paktia, and Doris. A structured questionnaire was 
used that contained questions on various aspects of 
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economic and domestic life in the pre–Second World 
War period (Doorn et al. 1987:54–60).

In most mountain villages a surplus of animal pro-
duce and dairy products existed, while there were 
structural shortages of olives/olive oil, grains (such 
as wheat), and fruits. Vegetables, wine, and fruit were 
produced exclusively for the household (Doorn et al. 
1987:59, table  5.6). In most lower-lying villages a 
(small) surplus of agricultural products existed, while 
there were structural shortages of animal and dairy 
products. So, an intraregional exchange of foodstuffs 
took place between villages. Common for all villages 
was a very basic level of technology and possessions. 
Many households in the mountain villages had hardly 
any ceramic cooking utensils. Copper kettles as well 
as wooden dishes and plates were the rule, and in 
extremely hard times onion peels were used as spoons 
(Vroom 1998:151–154). In fact, wood and copper do 
not survive in archaeological contexts, which results 
in “sherdless sites” (Vroom 1998).

The information from these village interviews 
by the Aetolian Studies Project forms a regional 

perspective in addition to local ethnographic research 
in the same region. The Greek ethnographer Dimitris 
Loukopoulos (1874–1943) discussed, for instance, 
the production and consumption of foods (and drinks) 
in specific villages in this mountainous landscape 
(Loukopoulou 1984:107–138). In total, Loukopoulos 
described 81 domestic utensils, of which most were 
made of metal (37%), followed by artifacts made of 
wood (29%) and of textile (10%), whereas only 6% of 
the implements were made of earthenware (Fig.  6). 
The functions of these utensils in Aetolian house-
holds ranged from food processing (37%), storage and 
transfer (24%), food and beverage service/consump-
tion (both 15%) to various household activities (such 
as washing and lighting) (Fig. 7).

As for food products related to these domestic 
utensils, those most mentioned by villagers were liq-
uids (33%) and cereals (21%), followed by dairy prod-
ucts (17%) and meats and fish (10%), while sweets 
and fruits (7%), flavors (7%), and vegetables and leg-
umes (5%) appeared to be less frequent (Fig. 8). The 
findings of Loukoupoulos confirm the data of the 

Fig. 5   Distribution map of 19th-century glazed cooking dishes (“stew pots”) in the Eastern Mediterranean (Map by author, 2021); 
and right: old photo of an Ottoman “stewpot seller” (Evren 1999:199).



1244	 Hist Arch (2023) 57:1231–1253

1 3
Vol:. (1234567890)

Aetolian Studies Project: In these mountainous vil-
lages, everything was focused on a subsistence strat-
egy of survival in a harsh environment; thus food was 
preserved and stored for as long as possible. Because 
the milk of goats and sheep could not be preserved, 
it was hardly consumed but immediately made into 
cheese and butter.

In total, Loukopoulos mentions ca. 55 ingredients 
of food dishes cooked in Aetolian households (Louk-
opoulou 1984:107–138). Meals were simple, if not 
basic, and the 10 most-used ingredients were olive 
oil, meat, flour, butter, eggs, cheese, salt, onions, rice, 

and pepper; except for the olive oil, this is compara-
ble to the 19th-century recipe book mentioned earlier 
(Fig.  9). Furthermore, the five most-used domestic 
utensils for the processing of these foodstuffs in Aeto-
lian households were metal ones (often copper): a 
baking tin or pan (tapsi), a portable lid/oven (gastra), 
a cauldron/cooking pot (chytra), a frying pan (tiga-
nia), and a double-handled frying pan or casserole 
(sagani) (Fig. 10). Of these, the portable copper gas-
tra were easier to use and clean than permanent, large 
built ovens, and they were smaller, faster, and less 
expensive alternatives for the outdoor baking of bread 

Fig. 6   Materials of domes-
tic utensils used in Aetolia 
(Greece) in percentages. 
(Pie chart by author, 2021.)

Fig. 7   Functions of domes-
tic utensils used in Aetolia 
(Greece) in percentages. 
(Pie chart by author, 2021.)
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or food, as they needed less firing wood; compare 
Kyriakopoulos (2015:256), who mentions that on the 
Greek islands ceramic charcoal braziers, known as 
“foufou,” were used.

The preference for metal utensils in Aetolian 
households is confirmed by archaeological evidence. 
In general, virtually no postmedieval pottery was 
found during the survey in the Aetolian mountains 
(Vroom 1998:147–150). A recurrent theme in the vil-
lage interviews and from the written sources is that 
transport of ceramics into the Aetolian mountains 
was difficult and very expensive in terms of loss of 
items that broke on the way (Vroom 2007a:89). Peo-
ple were, therefore, eating from wooden bowls with 
wooden spoons (Vroom 1998:figure  14c). Further-
more, metal objects were very much in favor (espe-
cially in transhumant households; compare M. Rogers 

[1986]). In the long run they were cheaper, since, 
when broken, they could be repaired and reused sev-
eral times. In the kitchen and storerooms, baskets of 
all kinds held charcoal, vegetables, and indeed all 
kinds of food, for there were no sacks or wooden tubs 
or metal containers to store food. Water was stored in 
leather bags and buckets, but also in wooden flasks 
(Vroom 1998:figure  15). This genre de vie, which 
presumably existed for centuries, including the Otto-
man era, is virtually invisible archaeologically.

However, a major change in this way of life appeared 
in Greece in the 19th century with the introduction of 
industrial manufactured wares, which were cheaper and 
mass-produced in the West. The archaeological record 
shows that consumption patterns in Greece started to 
change, evident in the large amounts of transfer-printed 
plates from Europe in Greek collections (Vroom 

Fig. 8   Ingredient groups 
used in Aetolian food 
dishes. (Graph by author, 
2021.)

Fig. 9   The 10 most-used 
ingredients in Aetolian food 
dishes. (Graph by author, 
2021.)
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1998:146–147, figure  11, 2003:236–237; Liaros 2016; 
Palmer, this issue). Sparse finds of these Western wares 
in Aetolia suggest a slow spread of change in the moun-
tains. For the rest of Greece it is clear that the introduc-
tion of the industrial manufactured wares was only part 
of fundamental socioeconomic changes (for instance, 
an increase in consumer purchasing power, an intensi-
fication of commercial agriculture, and new means of 
transport and distribution methods, such as steam ships). 
These changes included changes in dining habits. These 
are reflected in the substantial quantities of mass-pro-
duced, industrially manufactured, late Ottoman and early 
modern ceramics (mainly of the 19th and 20th centuries) 
that archaeological survey teams collect on the surface 
in Mediterranean regions (Vroom 1998:figures  4–10). 
In the Aetolian mountains, however, the archaeologi-
cal record shows that substantial parts of the region wit-
nessed only a very marginal influx of these wares, and 
in some deserted late Ottoman and early modern villages 
no ceramics at all are to be found among the ruins of the 
houses, as all household utensils continued to be made 
of metal or perishable materials for many decades after 
Greek independence (Vroom 1998:151–158).

Concluding Remarks

Every piece of broken pottery tells a story, and that 
holds true for pieces of Ottoman pottery: rim frag-
ments speak of changing dining habits and diets, a 

piece of porcelain whispers about the extent of long-
distance trade, a coffee cup declares the rise of new 
consumptive fashions with unforeseen consequences 
for society and politics, the tiniest fragment of coarse 
ware may inform about cooking techniques and 
food processing in all levels of society, and even the 
absence of broken pottery gives testimony on histori-
cal realities well beyond the scope of written sources. 
Although this storytelling is more often than not an 
incomprehensible mumbling, as the primary problem 
of dating and classifying finds is never easy and never 
definitive, it is clear that archaeology has the poten-
tial to add crucial layers of information and perspec-
tive on the social history of Ottoman foodways in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and in the Middle East.

In fact, archaeological data illuminate the mate-
rial culture and related social behavior of all strata 
of past societies, including the Ottoman Empire. In 
this way archaeology certainly can reveal daily life 
practices of people in the Ottoman era whose voices 
are unheard in written texts and who are invisible in 
miniatures or paintings. And, beyond this, archae-
ology is also able to shed light on the movement of 
foodstuffs, on the introduction of new crops, of new 
tastes, of new dining habits, and of new trends in 
consumptive behavior, and how these spread through 
society. Archaeology has to offer a range of local, 
regional, and metaregional geographical perspectives 
that make it possible to link retrieved artifacts to net-
works of exchange, to long distance maritime trade, 

Fig. 10   The five most-
used domestic utensils for 
food processing in Aetolia. 
(Graph by author, 2021; 
images from Loukopoulou 
(1984:figures 32,33,35–
37).)
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or to changing political situations. Thus it becomes 
possible to piece together an understanding of the 
movement of food products in the Ottoman world, 
including exotic products, such as Chinese porce-
lain tablewares and spices from the East. In this way 
even a humble chibouk clay bowl that is excavated in 
an urban rubbish pit or retrieved from a shipwreck 
(where it was probably used as a personal item by the 
captain or a crewmember during the ship’s journey) 
can offer a glimpse into how new consumption hab-
its spread in the vast Ottoman Empire over various 
regions and different classes.

On the other hand, written sources may help in 
understanding archaeological finds. Ottoman cook-
books are a good example: they not only offer infor-
mation on the use of certain ingredients at the sultan’s 
court and by the Ottoman elite, they also mirror the 
trickle-down effect of these food products to the mid-
dle classes in the provinces or even to country folk 
in villages, food products that could only be used by 
introducing appropriate kitchen utensils. In general, 
recipes in Ottoman cookbooks appear to be quite 
modest, reflecting a simple traditional diet for both 
the elite and ordinary people. Meat (mutton, chicken), 
bread, and rice were regularly consumed, at first in 
a communal Eastern dining style, followed from the 
19th century onward in a more individual, Western-
ized manner.

From early Ottoman times onward, both the cook-
books and the archaeological repertoire reflect a growing 
demand for new delicacies and foreign products enter-
ing the Ottoman diet, such as sugar, maize, potatoes, 
tomatoes, and exotic fruits. Also, the written and mate-
rial sources indicate that there was a development toward 
the refinement of dining habits with extra rituals (hand 
washing) and extra utensils (coffee cups, rosewater dis-
pensers). The archaeological record all over the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Middle East clearly indicates an 
increase in the quantity of glazed tableware as well as in 
the variety of decorations and shapes (among which are 
wide-rimmed glazed dishes and bowls), suggesting that 
such vessels became more affordable for ordinary folk in 
the Ottoman Empire.

In the Ottoman diet the central role of butter and ani-
mal fat seems to point to the nomadic roots of the Turks 
(coming from Central Asia) and less to the Mediter-
ranean inclination toward olive oil, which was typi-
cal for the classical and Byzantine world. This is not to 
say that the Ottoman kitchen did not develop over time. 

Archaeological finds have revealed the spread of new 
cooking techniques and the introduction of new cook-
ing installations (such as the tannur oven from the East) 
and related new pottery types for food processing both 
in Ottoman towns and rural settlements since the 16th 
century. These pottery types in excavated kitchenware 
assemblages not only had new shapes and sizes, but also 
gradually became more extensively lead-glazed on their 
interiors (which made their cleaning easier).

Eventually, ceramic cooking vessels started to be 
replaced by metal (copper) ones in Ottoman house-
holds in the Eastern Mediterranean. This development 
is, for instance, evident from the ethnoarchaeologi-
cal and ethnographic research in the remote region 
of Aetolia in central Greece. In this poor Ottoman 
province the cheaper and more durable metal ves-
sels were preferred as part of a subsistence strategy in 
which earthenware pottery proved less suited for local 
food preparation. Here, meals were simple, contain-
ing hardly anything more than the very basic ingredi-
ents of olive oil, meat, flour, butter, eggs, and cheese, 
which leaves the archaeologist of today quite empty-
handed. Still, the very lack of Ottoman pottery finds 
in this periphery of the empire enables archaeology 
to contribute to the story of intraregional exchange 
of food products to balance the shortages and thus of 
long-term human survival in a harsh environment far 
away from the bright lights of the big city, Istanbul.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Com-
mons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits 
use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any 
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Crea-
tive Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The 
images or other third party material in this article are included 
in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your 
intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds 
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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