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ABSTRACT

The image of women grinding grain with a rotary hand mill was reproduced in Bible 
dictionaries and customs books that were extremely popular with western Christian 
audiences throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries. Drawings and, later, photographs 
depicting two women grinding vividly illustrated well-known Bible verses such as Matthew 
24:41 and reinforced the Orientalist idea that the 19th-century inhabitants of the Holy 
Land were trapped in a world virtually unchanged since biblical times. The origins of this 
trope can be traced to a woodcut depicting two women grinding grain with a rotary hand 
mill in Scotland that was reproduced in an early English edition of the most successful 
Bible dictionary in the 19th century: Calmet’s Dictionary of the Holy Bible. The “father of 
biblical geography,” Edward Robinson, retained this image in the edition of Calmet’s that 
he edited prior to his first visit to the Holy Land in 1837–1838, and interpreted his own 
ethnographic observations of women grinding grain in Palestine through the Scottish 
image. It was only at the turn of the 21st century that archaeologists, beginning with 
Rafael Frankel, started giving serious attention to rotary hand mills, a ubiquitous and 
conservative food technology that is strongly associated with women. 

Keywords: Ancient food technology, rotary hand mills, ground stone tools, biblical 
lifeways, biblical Orientalism, Edward Robinson, Bible dictionaries

INTRODUCTION1

The image of women grinding grain is a well-known Orientalist trope that held 
great appeal for western Christian audiences in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

1	 It is my honor to contribute this essay in memory of Rafael Frankel, the first Israeli archaeologist 
I encountered during my first trip to Israel in 1992. I spent part of that summer as well as the 
fall semester as an overseas student at the University of Haifa and the experience included 
two months at Kibbutz Beit HaEmek, Rafi’s home and the location of a small museum and 
archaeological park that he introduced to the students in my group. Years later, he advised 
me in my analysis of the Olynthus mills from Sepphoris. His important contributions to the 
study of ancient food technology have had a great impact on my own work and I am indebted 
to him for his many insights into the development of grain grinding technology specifically.
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and illustrations of two women operating a rotary hand mill can be found in early 
Bible dictionaries, encyclopedias, and customs books published in English. At that 
time, rotary hand mills were believed to have been the common domestic grinding 
apparatus in “biblical times;” now we know that this technology was introduced into 
the eastern Mediterranean world only in the early Roman period (Frankel 2003). The 
image was also popular among commercial photographers working in the Middle 
East and North Africa in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and photographs of 
women and girls operating the rotary hand mills that were in common use in the 
region were disseminated widely among western consumers (Fig. 1). The image of 
two women grinding was particularly popular in photographs of Palestine because 
of the many allusions to this process in the Bible (Graham-Brown 1988:151, Photo 9), 
especially Matthew 24:41: “Two women will be grinding meal together; one will be 
taken and one will be left.”2 Even some of the early western archaeologists working 
in Palestine posed local women with grinding stones from archaeological contexts 
in imitation of this well-known image and included these photographs in their site 
reports (Ebeling 2018). This oft-reproduced trope perpetuated the Orientalist concept 
that the observable inhabitants of the Holy Land were trapped in a “primitive” world 
largely unchanged since biblical times while also conveying inaccurate information 
about an ancient food technology that is strongly associated with women. 

This image was not created from the first-hand observations of early western 
travelers to the Holy Land, however. Instead, it originated in a woodcut of two women 
operating a rotary hand mill in 18th-century Scotland by the Welsh artist Moses Griffith 
published by Thomas Pennant (1774: 328) (Fig. 2). A detail of this woodcut appears in an 

2	 All Bible verses are from the NRSV unless otherwise noted.

Figure 1: Native women grinding wheat, Palestine, ca. 
1900. Keystone View Company, Publisher. Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2004671710/
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early 19th-century English edition of Calmet’s edited by Charles Taylor (Calmet 1812–
16) to illustrate grain grinding in biblical times, and a nearly identical redrawn image 
was used to illustrate the entry “Corn” in the edition of Calmet’s edited by Edward 
Robinson (Calmet 1832), the “father of biblical geography” and the first systematic 
western explorer of Palestine. The impact of Calmet’s cannot be overstated: according 
to Charles Fritsch, in his review of Bible dictionaries and encyclopedias published in 
1947, “[n]o other Bible dictionary has had such a long life – about a century and a half 
– and no other has been the parent of so many progeny” (Fritsch 1947:365). Tracing 
the history of the use of Moses Griffith’s woodcut in the earliest Bible dictionaries in 
English allows us to better understand the methodology that was used to create such 
lasting and problematic images of everyday life in biblical times.

ROTARY HAND MILLS AND BREAD IN THE LOCAL DIET

One of the longest-lived grain-grinding technologies in the eastern Mediterranean 
world, the rotary hand mill was the predominant domestic grain grinding implement 
in use during the last two millennia throughout parts of Europe, the Mediterranean, 
and the Middle East. It consists of two round stones—an upper, mobile stone and 
a lower, stationary stone—of varying diameters, thicknesses, weights, and raw 
materials, although vesicular basalt seems to be the most desirable material for 
grinding grain cross-culturally. Grain is poured through a hole in the center of the 
upper stone and this stone is turned in a rotary motion using a vertical stick inserted 
into a second, smaller hole on its top. The cracked grain or flour comes out of the 
sides of the hand mill and is collected from the mat or piece of fabric on which it 

Figure 2: Women at the Quern and Luaghad with a view of Talyskir. Moses Griffith, Public 
domain, via Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Girl_with_
ponytail-Women_at_the_Quern.jpg
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sits or in an emplacement built to contain it (Ebeling 2018:1019). According to Rafael 
Frankel (2003; 2007), this technology developed in the western Mediterranean in the 
5th century BCE and was brought to Palestine by the Roman legions in the 1st century 
CE. The Pompeian or donkey mill (mola asinaria) developed from the rotary hand 
mill in the west and was brought to Palestine during the Roman period as well. These 
rotary grinding implements mostly replaced the handstone and grinding slab/quern 
technology in use from at least the Upper Paleolithic in the Near East and the Olynthus 
mill that was introduced into the region in the Persian period (Frankel 2003; Alonso 
and Frankel 2017). Rotary hand mills were documented in periodic use in Jordan as 
late as 2012 (personal observation) and remain an understudied area in ground stone 
artifact research in the region (Ebeling 2019).

Bread and other grain-based foods have been dietary staples in the region for 
millennia. While it could be prepared and baked in a number of ways (Avitsur 1976; ‘Arraf 
2006), the wheat and barley from which it was most often made had to be reduced to 
a finer texture using stone tools before it was mixed with water and other ingredients. 
While roasted and/or minimally processed cereal grains (freekeh, semolina, bulgur/
burghul, etc.) were also consumed, bread was the central carbohydrate of nearly every 
meal and the means by which other foods were eaten by dipping from a communal 
bowl. Domestic grinding and baking technologies were critical in 19th and early 
20th century Palestine since water mills were not available in all areas (Avitsur 1960; 
Frankel 2007) and public bakeries only existed in larger towns (‘Arraf 2006). Rotary 
hand mills, considered essential tools of daily life, were ubiquitous in nomadic, rural, 
and urban domestic contexts. According to the accounts of western travelers to the 
region in the 18th and 19th centuries and the work of local and foreign ethnographers 
and other researchers in the early 20th century, women were closely associated with 
grinding grain (Ebeling 2019:82) and baking bread (Ebeling and Rogel 2015:338–339) 
during this period.

EARLY BIBLE DICTIONARIES AND CUSTOMS BOOKS
Long before the developments that made it possible for large numbers of pilgrims 
and other westerners to travel to the Holy Land in the mid 19th century, aspects 
of traditional life in the region were described and illustrated in widely read Bible 
dictionaries and customs books. A fundamental motivation of the authors of these 
books was to animate and supplement understandings of life in biblical times for 
primarily Christian audiences in Europe and the United States. Publications in this 
genre include quasi-ethnographic, often fanciful accounts that conflate the habits 
and traditions of observable “primitive” peoples in the Middle East and elsewhere 
with those of the peoples described in the Old and New Testaments. Although the 
authors and illustrators of the first Bible dictionaries did not travel to the Holy Land 
themselves, they depicted the land and its people—who were then understood as 
“the living people of the Bible” (Grafton 2019:137)—as frozen in biblical times and 
virtually unchanged for 2,000–3,000 years. The guiding principle of these publications, 
according to Daniel Varisco (2013:190), was that “the observable customs of people 
living in Bible lands would serve to both validate and illuminate Scripture.”
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In the second half of the 19th century, as Holy Land tourism grew, the number 
of published travelers’ accounts swelled to some five thousand books and articles; 
American missionary William McClure Thomson’s The Land and the Book, first 
published in 1859, was by some estimates the most widely-read book in the US in 
the 19th century (Cunningham and McGeough 2018:163; Grafton 2019:173). By the 
time Thomson traveled to Palestine, he and other westerners were steeped in biblical 
imagery obtained not only through the Bible, which was the primary text available 
to those learning to read and write, but also through secondary literature like Bible 
dictionaries that included maps and other drawn images. Although the popular art 
used to illustrate Bible customs has not yet been the subject of much scholarly research 
(Varisco 2013:191, note 10), these best-selling illustrated texts shaped the imagination 
of readers on the inhabitants of the region. During the second half of the 19th century 
and into the early 20th century, Thomson and his many contemporaries illustrated their 
publications with increasing numbers of drawings and, later, photographs depicting 
the lifeways of the Arab and Bedouin inhabitants of the Holy Land and their biblical 
ancestors as viewed through a biblical Orientalist lens. As will be shown below, the 
image of women grinding grain commonly reproduced in these customs books have 
their origins in the earliest illustrated Bible dictionaries.

Augustin Calmet’s Dictionary of the Holy Bible and its First English 
Translation (1732)
One of the earliest and most influential Bible dictionaries was written by Antoine 
Augustin Calmet (1672–1757), a French Benedictine monk who achieved scholarly 
respect (and some criticism) for his focus on the literal meaning of the text in his Bible 
exegesis. He was also the author of sacred and profane history and an extremely 
popular and influential work on vampires (Yoder 2017). The first edition of his 
Dictionnaire historique, critique, chronologique, géographique et littéral de la Bible 
was published in 1720. Edward Robinson, who authored the edition published in 1832 
(see further below), summarized Calmet’s achievements thus:

“His general character, as a scholar and writer, is that of a diligent and judicious 
collector and compiler, with more of tolerance than was usual among the 
Catholics of that day, but without any profound skill in original investigation, 
or any distinguished tact or taste in the plan and arrangement of his works. His 
Dictionary is justly regarded as affording a popular exhibition of the learning then 
extant upon the subjects of which it treats; without making in itself any important 
additions to the common stock” (Calmet 1832:iii). 

The earliest English edition of Calmet’s work, by Samuel D’Oyly and John Colson, 
was published in 1732 in three volumes and illustrated with 160 copper plates. In the 
preface, the authors describe the nature of these images: 

“The Prints are of two Sorts; some represent the Antiquities of the Hebrews, their 
Dresses, Ceremonies, Temples, Synagogues, Tombs, and Musical Instruments; 
the Plans and Elevations of the Cities and principal Places in the Holy Land. Others 
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set before us the Marches of Armies, the Sieges, Camps, and Orders of Battle, 
whereof there are Descriptions in many Places of the Scripture, circumstantial 
enough to enable one to argue from them with solidity” (Calmet 1732:iii). 

As in other early works of this kind, it is unclear from where these images derive. 
While there are no accompanying illustrations for the entries “Bread” and “Mill,” these 
entries offer a glimpse into the authors’ approach to using the (limited) observations 
of western travelers to inform and interpret the biblical text. 

While most of the information in these two entries derives from biblical passages, 
some references to contemporary bread-baking practices in the Middle East are 
included in the “Bread” entry specifically. The authors state that there are several ways 
bread is baked among “the Hebrews, and other eastern People” (Calmet 1732:325) 
according to the observations of Laurent d’Arvieux, who traveled to Palestine and the 
Arabian Peninsula in the mid-17th century. These include baking in a tannur and what 
seems to be a tabun (“a great Pitcher half full of certain little Flints that are white 
and glittering, on which they cast the Paste spread in the form of flat Cakes” (Calmet 
1732:325). Interestingly, the latter method is described as “the most common way in 
Palestine” at the time and it remained so for more than two centuries after D’Oyly and 
Colson’s writing (Ebeling and Rogel 2015). 

More relevant to this discussion is the entry “Mill” (Calmet 1732:203), which 
contains a description that seems to confuse large Roman grinding implements 
and rotary hand mills. In explaining Matthew 18:6 (“If any of you cause one of these 
little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for you if a great millstone 
were fastened around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea”), 
the authors write: “This Asses Millstone, according to some, was a large Stone 
turned round by an Ass, to distinguish it from the smaller Stones which were 
turned by the Arm. Others believe that the Mola asinaria was the lower Millstone, 
which was sluggish and immovable” (Calmet 1732:203). D’Oyly and Colson almost 
certainly have a rotary hand mill in mind when they contextualize Exodus 11:5 
(“Every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who 
sits on his throne to the firstborn of the female slave who is behind the handmill 
and all the firstborn of the livestock), although no ethnographic references to 
women grinding grain are provided: “…before the Invention of Wind-mills and 
Water-mills, they commonly made Use of Hand-mills to grind their corn” (Calmet 
1732:203). The authors are apparently confused about the meaning of the Hebrew 
word reḥayim in Deuteronomy 24:6 (“No one shall take a mill or upper millstone 
in pledge” which the authors translate as “Thou shalt not take the two Stones of 
a Mill, and the Carriage”) (Calmet 1732:203). It is unclear what kind of implement 
is pictured here in the apparent absence of any knowledge of the handstone and 
lower grinding slab/quern sets that were used to grind grain in the Iron Age.

Charles Taylor’s New English Edition of Calmet’s (1798)
A new English edition of Calmet’s was published in London in 1798 under 
the direction of the engraver Charles Taylor (1756–1823) “with considerable 
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retrenchments and additions” in the words of Edward Robinson (Calmet 1832:iii). 
The additions included a separate volume called Fragments, Illustrative of the 
Manners, Incidents, and Phraseology, of the Holy Scriptures, which “consisted 
of discussions and illustrations of oriental life, character, and manners, drawn 
chiefly from travellers in the East” (Calmet 1832:iii). Four more editions (1800–
1803, 1812–1816, 1823, and 1830) were published in London; the American edition 
of 1812–1816 was copied from the third London edition. As will be discussed 
further below, Edward Robinson was brought on after Taylor’s death to edit the 
American edition published in 1832.

It is important to keep in mind how influential the early English editions 
of Calmet’s were at that time. According to Andrew White (2015), many Bible 
dictionaries produced by the mid 19th century were based at least somewhat on 
the writings of Calmet. Charles Taylor’s popular English editions, which include 
hundreds of images drawn from a variety of sources, were probably the most 
accessible to American audiences. As Robinson noted (Calmet 1832:iii), Taylor 
incorporated descriptions as well as illustrations of daily life in the East based on 
the accounts of western travelers, and this is perhaps the first Bible dictionary 
in English that includes illustrations of grinding stones to illuminate biblical 
passages. A plate called “Bread” includes four line-drawings of grinding stones 
(Calmet 1798 Pl. CIX:1–4) and these images are explained in the entry called 
“Bread, and its Preparation” (15–17) (Fig. 3). Importantly, Taylor does not include 
images of people operating this equipment.

The first three line-drawings (Calmet 1798 Pl. CIX:1–3) depict rotary hand 
mills. They are interpreted in the text using travelers’ accounts: “Nos. 1, 2, 3, Is a 
Hand-Mill, as used constantly in the private houses in the East: as the form, as well 
as office, of this mill is alike throughout the greater part of Asia, Travellers describe 
it in nearly the same terms” (Calmet 1798:15). In the discussion of references to 
grinding in the biblical text that follows, Taylor clearly has the rotary hand mill in 
mind as the implement used to grind grain in biblical times. He also mentions that 
women are most often observed using rotary hand mills: “[i]t is in the East, the 
constant office of the women to grinding the corn; which they do every morning 
at day break: the grinder usually sits down on the floor, &c. and placing the mill on 
her lap, by means of a handle, works the upper stone with her right hand” (Calmet 

Figure 3: Four line-drawings of rotary hand mills and a handstone with grinding slab/quern. 
Detail from Calmet 1798: CIX:1–4. Public domain, courtesy of Internet Archive. https://archive.
org/details/bim_eighteenth-century_fragments-illustrative-_calmet-augustin_1798/page/
n841/mode/2up



Jennie Ebeling   131*

1798:15). It is unclear where the detail about the mill being placed on a woman’s 
lap is coming from, as earlier in the entry he cited a traveler who described seeing 
a wooden board used to catch the flour ground using a rotary hand mill, and it is 
very uncomfortable to operate the heavy stones on one’s leg. 

The most interesting drawing in the context of this essay is the fourth line-
drawing (Calmet 1798 Pl. CIX:4), for it depicts a handstone and grinding slab/quern 
set similar to those found in excavations of Bronze and Iron Age (and earlier) contexts 
in the Levant. Taylor explains: 

“We can hardly call No. 4 a mill; but it is an instrument used for the same purpose, 
though it rather bruises than grinds. It consists of two parts; a hollow stone, and a 
roller, which being rolled upon the corn to be ground, reduces it to a coarse meal. 
Niebuhr tells us, that this instrument was used on board the ship in which he 
voyaged; and that, after being used to it, coffee, thus bruised, was esteemed by 
him superior in flavour to that which was ground: as the Arabs maintained that 
corn also was.” (Calmet 1798:16–17)

A look at Niebuhr (1792) reveals that he was talking about a mortar and pestle 
set, not a handstone and grinding slab/quern set like that depicted in Taylor’s plate: 
“…instead of grinding their coffee-beans, [they] pound them in a mortar. We carried a 
coffee-mill with us into Arabia, but soon found the taste of the pounded coffee much 
superior to that of the ground, and left off using our mill. The pounding seems better 
to express the oily parts of the bean, which give the coffee its peculiar relish” (Niebuhr 
1792:229). Why did Taylor understand Niebuhr’s mortar as something other than a 
mortar? Where did Taylor find this illustration of a handstone and grinding slab/quern 
set and why did he include it alongside three drawings of rotary hand mills? He does not 
connect these specific grinding stones to anything biblical in his description. Instead, 
he seems fairly sure in his identification of the rotary hand mill as the grain grinding 
implement of biblical times.

Charles Taylor’s 1812–1816 Edition of Calmet’s

Taylor’s 1812–1816 American edition of Calmet’s, copied from his 1812–1816 London 
edition, incorporates some of the illustrations previously published in the separate 
Fragments volume in the text. The entry called “Mill, or Quern, for Grinding Corn. 
Matthew XXIV. 41” is illustrated with the same three line-drawings of rotary hand 
mills published in the 1798 edition (see above) along with something new: an image 
of two women operating a rotary hand mill (Calmet 1812–1816:344) (Fig. 4). While 
no credit for the illustration is provided, the image is a detail from Moses Griffith’s 
woodcut “Women at the Quern, and at the Luaghad, with a View of Talyskir” 
published by the Welsh naturalist, traveler, and antiquarian Thomas Pennant (1774 
Pl. XXXIV).3 The handstone and grinding slab/quern set that appeared in the 1798 
edition of Calmet’s (Pl. CIX:4) is not included and there is no hint as to why Taylor 
chose to leave it out of this edition. 

3	 I thank Alexandra Leich for identifying this image as Griffith’s woodcut.
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Griffith’s woodcut depicts a young woman (left) and an older woman (right) 
grinding grain with a rotary hand mill, or quern. The mill sits on the skirts of the older 
woman, probably to catch the ground flour. The upper stone has a raised pattern on 
the visible outer surface and an unusually long stick presumably used to turn the 
upper stone is set in a hole on its surface. Each woman wears a tartan shawl and their 
hairstyles are specific to their age and marriage status in the context of 18th-century 
Scotland: the young woman on the left wears a ribbon around her head and her 
hair in a ponytail while the woman on the right wears a bonnet. According to Laurie 
Stanley-Blackwell (2015:172), the rotary hand mill was noted for its late survival in the 
Highlands and Islands of Scotland and the persistence of this antiquated technology 
elicited the curiosity and comment of outsiders like Pennant.

Taylor quotes Pennant’s observations in Scotland at great length in the discussion 
that follows and it is clear that he is convinced that the rotary hand mill like those 
recently observed in Scotland was the grinding implement used in biblical times. The 
fact that the image shows a rotary hand mill being operated by two women is important. 
This can be seen in the “Index of the Principal Subjects Illustrated” in the back of this 
edition: the illustrated entry that begins on p. 344 is listed as “Mill for grinding corn, 
extant in Scotland, worked by two women, who sing meanwhile; laws respecting; 
explaining several Scriptures, Matth. ii 18” (Calmet 1812–1816:xii). Taylor connects the 
rotary hand mill seen in Scotland with rotary hand mills noted by travelers in the East, 
citing the observations of Edward Daniel Clarke (1817:69), who describes two women 
in Nazareth operating a rotary hand mill in a manner similar to that which he witnessed 
in Cyprus and the accounts of visitors to Lapland (northern Finland) and Scotland 
with which he was familiar. Clarke connects his knowledge of women grinding grain 
to “the observation of our Saviour, alluding to this custom in his prediction concerning 
the day of judgement, Matt. xxiv, 41” (1817:242). It appears that Taylor was not the 
only one in the early decades of the 19th century to conflate biblical descriptions, the 
observations of visitors to northern Europe, and the observations of visitors to the 
eastern Mediterranean.

Figure 4: Three line-drawings of rotary hand mills and detail from Moses Griffith’s 
woodcut. From Calmet 1812–1816:344. Public domain, courtesy of HathiTrust. 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.b3514479&seq=424&q1=
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Edward Robinson’s Edition of Calmet’s (1832)
The eminent American biblical scholar Edward Robinson (1794–1863) was brought on 
to publish a new version of Calmet’s for the American public sometime after Taylor’s 
death in 1823 (Calmet 1832). In addition to omitting “crude and fanciful speculations 
as could only tend to divert the mind of the Biblical student from the right way” 
(Calmet 1832:iv), Robinson added insights from biblical scholars writing in German as 
well as the writings of western travelers to the East. Like Taylor before him, Robinson 
had not yet visited the Holy Land himself. At the time of his writing, he may not have 
yet known that he would travel extensively through Palestine just a few years later.

In the entry “Corn,” Robinson omits Taylor’s three line-drawings of rotary hand 
mills first published in the 1798 edition and retained in the 1812–1816 edition, and 
includes a redrawn version of Griffith’s woodcut (Fig. 5). The two figures are similar—
the older woman’s face seems slightly younger in this version, and the younger 
woman’s tartan is not as distinct as in the original—and the tree in the background 
is removed. It is clear that Robinson’s understanding of the connection between the 
rotary hand mill observed in Scotland and the grinding implement used in biblical 
times is essentially the same as Taylor’s when he writes “[t]hese mills are still in 
use in the East, and in some parts of Scotland” (Calmet 1832:314). He continues by 
describing both Clarke’s observations in Cyprus and parts of Palestine and Pennant’s 
account of his tour of Scotland. The redrawn image of Griffith’s woodcut is positioned 
within the text wrap close to his assertion that “[t]he employment of grinding with 
these mills is confined solely to females” (Calmet 1832:314) and yet another reference 
to Matthew 24:41. Interestingly, he does not mention Clarke’s account of women using 
a rotary hand mill in Nazareth.

I must stress how unusual this image is in the context of this edition of Calmet’s: 
it is one of only a handful of quasi-ethnographic illustrations of women in the entire 
book. The only other images of women are a drawing of a woman on a bed that 
illustrates the entry “Bed,” a drawing 
of a woman pouring from a skin in 
the entry “Bottle,” and three drawings 
of women in bridal costume under 
“Canticles: Bride’s Dress” (Calmet 
1832). The redrawn image of two 
women operating a rotary hand 
mill based on Griffith’s woodcut is 
the only one of these drawings that 
depicts contemporary European 
women rather than women in the 
“East.” Robinson seems convinced 
that this particular image accurately 
illustrated grain grinding in biblical 
times, although he chose to omit most 
of Taylor’s other illustrations for being 
too speculative.

Figure 5: Moses Griffith’s woodcut redrawn. 
From Calmet 1832:314. Public domain, courtesy 
of Internet Archive. https://archive.org/details/
calmetsdictionar00calm/page/314/mode/2up



134*  The Birth of a Trope: Women Grinding Grain with Rotary Hand Mills in Early Bible Dictionaries

Robinson published A Dictionary of the Bible, for the Use of Schools and Young 
Persons the following year and included the same redrawn image and a nearly 
identical description in the entry “Corn” (1833:67–68). He was thus responsible for 
introducing the image of two women grinding grain to a broad audience in America 
in the first half of the 19th century. Bible lands writings like the dictionaries authored 
by Robinson were regularly used in sermons and Sunday school lessons in American 
Protestant churches through the 19th century (Cunningham and McGeough 2018:175; 
Varisco 2013:189) and many children and adults would have been familiar with these 
early mass-produced and illustrated publications.

Edward Robinson and Eli Smith in Palestine 1837–1838  
and Robinson’s Legacy

In 1837–1838, Robinson made his famous trip through Palestine with Eli Smith 
documented in their three-volume Biblical Researches in Palestine, Mount Sinai and 
Arabia Petraea (1841). He and Smith observed and recorded local customs while also 
identifying biblical sites. Smith, an American missionary based in Beirut who was 
fluent in Levantine Arabic, was already familiar with the lifeways of the local people 
and likely helped Robinson interpret and understand his ethnographic observations 
(Thomas Davis, personal communication). The description of a rotary hand mill in 
Biblical Researches appears to be Robinson’s own, however: 

“In another tent a woman was kneeling and grinding at the hand-mill. These 
mills are doubtless those of scriptural times; and are similar to the Scottish 
quern. They consist of two stones about eighteen inches or two feet in diameter, 
lying one upon the other, with a slight convexity between them and a hole 
through the upper to receive the grain. The lower stone is fixed, sometimes in 
a sort of cement, which rises around it like a bowl and receives the meal as it 
falls from the stones. The upper stone is turned upon the lower, by means of an 
upright stick fixed in it as a handle. We afterwards saw many of these mills; and 
saw only women grinding, sometimes one alone and sometimes two together” 
(Robinson and Smith 1841:180–181). 

It is clear from this passage that Robinson also interpreted his ethnographic 
encounters in Palestine through the images and descriptions in Calmet’s. His visit 
to Palestine apparently confirmed the suitability of using the Scottish image of two 
women operating a rotary hand mill to illustrate both contemporary practices in 
Palestine and life in biblical times. In fact, Robinson did not rewrite later editions of 
the Bible dictionaries he authored before his trip to Palestine to incorporate his own 
ethnographic observations of grain grinding. Both the 1848 edition of A Dictionary of 
the Bible, for the Use of Schools and Young Persons (Robinson 1848) and the ninth 
edition of Calmet’s (1852) preserve the same text and redrawn image of Griffith’s 
woodcut published in the earlier editions. 

Robinson’s authority is clear in the Bible customs books published in the 
second half of the 19th century that acknowledge and make use of his and Smith’s 
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important work in Palestine. William McClure Thomson’s best-selling The Land and 
the Book (1859) is instructive, as it is an early publication in the genre that cites 
Robinson and Smith’s influential work regularly. It also includes an exceptionally 
large number of new illustrations.4 In a passage in which Thomson describes his visit 
to Lydd, he cites Robinson’s observations and even offers corrections to Robinson 
and Smith’s map! (“The map of Dr. Robinson has some mistakes in this region which 
deserve to be corrected” [Thomson 1859:290]). He also includes a drawing of two 
women grinding grain using a rotary hand mill based on his own observations of 
such a scene in Lydd. In this image, two women are sitting on opposite sides of a 
large hand mill set in a grinding emplacement, one turning the upper stone and the 
other poised to throw some of the grain in her basket into the central hole in the 
upper stone. Thomson explicitly connects his observation to not only the biblical 
text, but also to what he heard in church sermons:

“This little circuit [traveling through Lydd] has afforded me a beautiful illustration of 
Scripture. Two women are sitting before the door of their house, upon a large piece 
of sackcloth, grinding on a hand-mill. I heard the ring of this apparatus some time 
before I saw it, and I now understand what is meant by the preacher when he says, 
The sound of the grinding is low, because the grinders are few” (1859:294–295). 

After listing other Bible verses that mention grinding, Thomson relates that 
he enjoys the sound of grinding that he had become accustomed to hearing every 
morning and evening in every village and Arab camp, and it is clear that he is familiar 
with this ubiquitous food processing activity. Thomson identified the rotary hand mill 
as the grinding implement used in biblical times on the basis of biblical references, his 
own first-hand observations, and almost certainly information provided in Calmet’s 
and similar publications that was reinforced through church sermons.

While a review of the several thousand other Bible dictionaries and customs 
books published in the 19th century is beyond the scope of this study, it is important to 
note that early western ethnographers and archaeologists working in Palestine at the 
turn of the 20th century were steeped in this biblical Orientalist imagery. For example, 
the German theologian Gustaf Dalman, who would later make major contributions 
to the understanding of traditional Palestinian lifeways in his seven-volume Arbeit 
und Sitte in Palästina (1964), believed that rotary hand mills had been used in Old 
Testament times. In his 1902 article “Grinding in Ancient and Modern Palestine,” he 
asserts that the Hebrews did not know of handstones and grinding slabs/querns like 
those depicted in Egyptian tomb models for “[t]hey were already in a higher stage of 
civilization, their system being the rotating of one round flat stone on another stone 
of the same kind by the power of the human hand – that is to say, the hand-mill” 

4	 In her analysis of The Land and the Book, Heleen Murre-van den Burg (2006:48) emphasizes 
the lasting significance of the illustrations Thomson had created—most of them apparently 
by his son—for his book: “It seems likely that these numerous drawings contributed not only 
to the popularity of the book, but also to the creation of strong images of the Holy Land, 
in which the boundaries between the present state of Palestine and the land as it was in 
biblical times are consistently blurred—in a close parallel with the historical continuity that 
is assumed in the written text.”
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(Dalman 1902:9). Early western archaeologists were also responsible for perpetuating 
the trope of two women grinding grain by publishing photographs of local women 
posed with handstone and grinding slab/quern sets in their site reports. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Ebeling 2018:1018), “[t]his timeless image sunk into the collective 
archaeological consciousness as an illustration of how life really was and impeded 
serious archaeological study of an essential daily life activity” as a result.

CONCLUSION
While a number of researchers have examined Orientalist photographs produced 
by foreign and local photographers in Palestine during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries (see Zananiri 2021, note 16 for an extensive list), few (Cunningham and 
McGeough 2018; Varisco 2013) have considered the impact of earlier drawn images 
reproduced in Bible dictionaries and customs books. These early images were 
inculcated into children and adults both at home and in church and later reproduced 
ad infinitum in travelers’ accounts, illustrated Bibles, and photographs that remained 
popular for more than a century. In my opinion, the success of the trope of two women 
grinding grain with a rotary hand mill was largely due to Edward Robinson, a highly-
respected scholar who was responsible for both a popular English edition of the most 
successful Bible dictionary published in the 19th century and the foundational text 
for 19th century western travelers to Palestine. While Robinson does not deserve 
blame for how he interpreted his own first-hand observations during his first trip to 
the Holy Land, he was responsible for validating and perpetuating Taylor’s use of an 
ethnographic image from 18th-century Scotland to illustrate biblical lifeways. 

While this may seem like a fairly trivial point to some, consider how long it took 
for the history of the rotary hand mill in the Levant to be clarified by archaeologists. 
It was the late Rafael Frankel, to whom this volume is dedicated, who recognized its 
earliest appearance in Palestine in a 1st century CE context at Masada and suggested 
that this technology was introduced to Palestine by the Roman army (Frankel 2003:18). 
Given their ubiquity in archaeological contexts since the Byzantine period and the 
conservatism of this essential domestic food technology, it is incredible that rotary 
hand mills have only been the subject of serious study by archaeologists starting with 
Rafael Frankel at the turn of the 21st century. 
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