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Fermentation vats
Collecting vats
Draining apertures
Screw-press base

Directing vat
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THE COMPLEX WINEPRESS AT HORBAT SIV: ANALYSIS
AND INTERPRETATION

YEHOSHUA DRAY
(Pp. 89-92)

The complex winepress exposed at Horbat
Siv (see ‘Ad and Said, this volume) enables a
reevaluation of the wine production process
and an analysis of the function of the various
components of the winepress during the
Byzantine period. The following discussion is
based on the fact that all winepresses, simple
and complex, operated in accordance with the
gravitation principle, which allowed for liquids
to flow from a high level to a lower one. Based on
this supposition, the components of the Horbat
Siv complex winepress should be reconstructed
as follows:

1. At the center of the winepress is a mosaic-
paved working surface (Fig. 1:F), which slopes
gently to the south, where one or two collecting
vats must have been located (not excavated; Fig.
1:B). The size of the central working surface
was determined according to the amount of
fermentation vats that were built around it and
their volume (see below). The remains of a
screw-press base (Fig. 1:D) were found at the
center of the working surface. The working
surface is traditionally identified as a treading
floor.

2. Surrounding the working surface are the
fermentation vats, where fermentation took
place (Fig. 1:A). They are paved with mosaics at
a level higher than that of the working surface.
The fermentation vats’ floors slope outward,
toward small collecting vats (Fig. 1:C). The
fermentation vats are usually identified as
compartments for the storage of grapes before
being tread.

3. The small collecting vats are built around
the outer perimeter of the winepress, serving

for the collection of liquids, which were used
either in the production of honey (dibs) or to be
filled into jars. If the collecting vats at Horbat
Siv were actually used to produce dibs, then
one should expect to find rabuns nearby.

The Byzantine complex winepresses are,
in fact, a sophisticated system, comprising
several “simple” winepresses, thus enabling
the production of a large amount of wine for
local consumption, as well as for export.
Concerning the wine production process,
it seems that the former, ‘traditional’
reconstructions of the functions of the various
components of the winepress do not stand. The
previous reconstructions stem from a mistaken
comparison between the oil production process
and the wine production process. Indeed, both
these production processes were widespread
throughout the country, especially in the
Roman and Byzantine periods, and primarily
involved liquid extraction. However, while oil
is extracted mechanically, wine is extracted
biochemically, i.e., naturally, involving micro-
organisms. Thus, the study of the many
winepresses exposed throughout the country
should consider the actual production process
and the adaptation of the installations to that
process. There must be a reasonable ratio
between the surface size and the volume of
the collecting vats. Not every installation
comprising a surface and a vat is necessarily a
winepress.

CAPTION TO ILLUSTRATION

Fig. 1. The complex winepress at Horbat Siv:
a reconstruction.
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