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Tippecanoe Homebrewers’ Circle presents: 

The Archaeology of Beer 
by

H. Kory Cooper (Department of Anthropology, Purdue University)

This presentation highlights recent archaeological 
discoveries related to the origins of beer and alcohol 
production and provides a discussion of how the origins 
of beer relate to the origins of agriculture and the 
emergence of social complexity. 

Ninkasi the Sumerian Goddess of brewing

Egyptian wall painting
Serving vessel from China

Travis Rupp – Beer Archaeologist

• Ales Through the Ages: https://web.cvent.com/event/8dd1a368-56c3-419f-8fd5-f83db9a64f2b/websitePage:645d57e4-75eb-

4769-b2c0-f201a0bfc6ce?RefId=CWFWebpage

native copper

Yasileh

Ya’amun

Yarmouk University-University 

of Arkansas Joint Bioarchaeological

Field School 1998, 1999
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Wrangell-St. Elias 

National 

Park/Preserve

Haida

Gwaii

Matthew Pike

native copper

Anthropology

The study of humanity, both 

physical/biological 

characteristics and non-

biological characteristics, also 

known as culture.

Culture

An integrated system of beliefs, 

traditions, and customs that govern 

or influence a person’s behavior. 

Culture is learned, shared by 

members of a group, and based on 

the ability to think in terms of 

symbols.

Archaeology

The study of past behavior through the 

systematic recovery and analysis of 

material remains.

• human past – no dinosaurs
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Archaeology

• Prehistory – before written records

• History – study of the past using written 

records

The shift from food collection to food production

The Neolithic:

Braidwood 1953

Why study Hunter-Gatherers? Political Organization

Elman Service (1962) 

Primitive Social Organization

1. Band (Mobile Hunter-Gatherers) Simple

2. Tribe (Segmentary Societies)

3. Chiefdom

4. State Complex
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Why agriculture?

• Demographic pressure

• Environmental change

• Socioeconomic competition

Carrying Capacity…

• …of a geographic region is the maximum population of a 
particular species that region (habitat, environment) can 
support.

• When applied to humans, technology must be considered

What does domestication look like?

Practical technology – “solve practical problems of 

survival and basic comfort” (Hayden 1998:2). 

vs.

Prestige technology - “display wealth, success, and 

power”, solve a social problem (Hayden 1998:11). 

Who Adopts?

Aggrandizers (Hayden 1998) & 

Cosmopolite innovators/adopts (Rogers 1962) 

• both willing to take risks

• both willing to operate outside of their societies’ cultural 

norms and values.

• actions of both are implicated in facilitating technological 

and social change

Archaeometry
Biomolecular Archaeology/Archaeological Chemistry 

& Organic Residue Analysis in Archaeology

Patrick E. McGovern & Gretchen R. Hall (2015) Charting a 
Future Course for Organic Residue Analysis in Archaeology, J 
Archaeol Method Theory

What can be identified?

• Lipids, resins, dyes, and variety of organic compounds
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Beer Stone – Calcium oxalate (CaC2O4) 

• precipitate resulting from reaction between 
proteins (amino acids) and hard water 
minerals (calcium and magnesium), or also 
alkaline cleaners, which are caustic. 

Southwest Asia Cultural Chronology

• Neolithic = “new stone”, refers specifically to the origins of agriculture

• Natufian - Late Epipaleolithic archaeological culture of the Levant, ca. 
15,000 to 11,500 BP

• Pre-Pottery Neolithic

• PPNA ca. 10,500 to 9,500 BP

• PPNB ca. 9,500 to 8200 BP 

• PPNC ca. 8200 to 7500 BP

Shubayqa 1

• Natufian site

• 14,600-11,600 years BP

• northeastern Jordan

Beer or Bread?

Arranz-Otaeguia et al. 2018 Archaeobotanical evidence reveals the 
origins of bread 14,400 years ago in northeastern Jordan, Proceedings 
of National Academy of Sciences 115(31): 7925–7930

Raqefet Cave, Israel Liu et al. 2018 Fermented beverage and 
food storage in 13,000 y-old stone mortars 
at Raqefet Cave, Israel: Investigating 
Natufian ritual feasting, Journal of 
Archaeological Science: Reports 21:783-793.

Göbekli Tepe
Dietrich et al. 2012 The role of cult and feasting in the emergence of 
Neolithic communities. New evidence from G¨obekli Tepe, south-eastern 
Turkey, Antiquity 86:674-695

Göbekli Tepe

Six limestone vessels each with a capacity of up to 160 liters found in situ. 
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Chinese Neolithic Grog

Jiahu
• Peiligang Culture
• Occupied by at least 9,000 years ago
• Earliest evidence for cultivated rice
• Neolithic Grog - wild grape, hawthorn, 

rice, and honey

Broomcorn/Proso Millet

Rice

Neolithic Cultures –

Yangzi River Valley

Ur

Sumerian City-States Nippur

ca. 2600-2350 
BC impression 
from lapis 
lazuli cylinder 
seal 

ca. 4000 BC seal (impression) from Tepe
Gawra in northern Iraq (Hornsey 2003:77)

Ninkasi – Goddess of beer and brewing
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Abydos
5,000 year old 
brewery

Hierakonpolis 5,600 year old brewery

Egyptian beer jars

Model Bakery and 
Brewery from the 
Tomb of Meketre

Middle Kingdom
Dynasty 12
Reign of 
Amenemhat I

Funerary 
models of beer 
brewing
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Ancient Egypt & The Nile River

• annual flooding - continuous supply of fertile 

soils

Diana Twede (2005) The Cask Age: the Technology and History of

Wooden Barrels, Packaging Technology and Science 18:253-264.

barrel parts

Celts

Roman casks being shipped on Trajan’s Column (A.D.113)

“Brewer for a Day”
at

Carillon Brewing Company,
Carillon History Park

Dayton, OH
August 12, 2021

https://www.daytonhistory.org/visit/shop-dine/carillon-brewing-co/
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Mid-19th c. 
brewery 

• Relies on 
gravity

• Two fires

Uppermost fire and 
kettle for mash and 
sparge water

Mash Tun

Tun is Old 
English word 
for cask or 
barrel
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