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Innovation within socio-economic boundaries. A discussion
on the case of matt-painted pottery in southern Albania

Esmeralda Agolli

ABSTRACT

Innovation in prehistoric pottery production and consumption is a subject of extensive discussion, particu-
larly in relation to how the introduction of new attributes contributes to broader transformations in tech-
nology, production methods, and economic systems. The implementation of innovative features in ceramic

traditions has implications, influencing production scale, community demand, and models of networks of
exchange. Examining the introduction or adoption of technological and decorative innovations in relation

to pottery production and consumption allows for a more comprehensive understanding of technological

progress as well as the social and cultural dynamics within late prehistoric societies. A significant case study

in this regard is the emergence and spread of matt-painted pottery, which first appears during the Middle

Helladic period in Central and Southern Greece. By the Late Bronze Age, this style had spread to northern

and northwestern Greece, western Macedonia, and southern Albania where it became increasingly popular
during the Early Iron Age. The adoption of this aesthetic attribute within a predominantly handmade pottery
tradition - largely defined by its functional attributes - does represent a breath of fresh air in the decoration

of pottery. This paper examines to what extent the attributes of the matt-painted decoration contribute to

the understanding of the socio-economic setting and development of late prehistoric southern Albania. By
taking into account its stylistic development in a diachronic perspective, I argue that however innovative,
the matt-painted decoration is largely defined by artisan expressions operating within secluded socio-cul-
tural units that are marked by a non-specialized activity of production and informal networks of exchange.
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INTRODUCTION

In Iron Age southern Albania, the matt-painted style is widely encountered on fine and less
so on semi-fine ware, decorated with the completion of vessel forming and pre-firing. Most
commonly, the tradition refers to linear geometric motifs which are expressed in an asym-
metric form equipped with some degree of variability that makes it difficult to define a par-
ticular decorative pattern. Despite its uneven distribution around southern Albania and its
comparison to other stylistic choices, including plastic or incised decoration, the matt-painted
decoration has inspired a plethora of studies and research in late prehistory (KORKUTI 1969;
PRENDI 1978; BODINAKU 1989; 1990). I have discussed elsewhere the impact of nationalism
on the study of metal age pottery together with the approach of favouring one category of
material over others (AGoLLI 2019).!

1 Thediscussion and analysis in this paper follow a site-based perspective rather than a large-scale
inter-regional approach (cf. Iacono 2019).
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The extensive attention devoted in particular to the chronology, origin, and ethnic bearers
of the matt-painted style - often interpreted through a ‘pots equal people’ perspective - has
long defined the research agenda, extending well beyond the borders of Albania (HEURTLEY
1939; Buck 1964; HAMMOND 1967; HANSEL 1985; VOKOTOPOULOU 1986). The question of the
style’s origin and its so-called ‘motherland’ has remained at the core of scholarly debate. In
Greece, within the framework of the culture-historical paradigm, matt-painted pottery from
the mainland has traditionally been regarded either as a derivative of Minyan ware (Buck
1964) or as a stylistic influence originating in central Greece and subsequently expanding
northwards and northeastwards (VokoTorPouLoU 1986). Albanian scholars, on the other hand,
tend to locate the emergence of the matt-painted style in southern Albania in the Devoll Valley
within the Illyrian cultural sphere (KORKUTI 1969; PRENDI 1978; BODINAKU 1989).

It is particularly striking to observe such scholarly zeal in defining the stylistic affilia-
tions of this pottery, given that its spatial and chronological distribution reveals anything
but clear-cut patterns. The earliest recorded discovery of matt-painted pottery dates to the
late 19 century, from Grave Circle A at Mycenae (HOREJs 2007a). Subsequent research
has identified significant occurrences in central and southern Greece and further north in
Thessaly - at sites such as Lianokladhi, Eutresis, and Volos - where it is generally dated to
the Middle Helladic period. At these sites, however, the use of matt-painted ware appears
to have been discontinued, re-emerging only during the final phase of the Late Bronze Age
and into the Early Iron Age (HOCHSTETTER 1982). In central Macedonia, the style appears
during the Late Helladic IIIA phase, marking a brief presence that disappears by the 12
century BC (HOREJs 2007b). Conversely, in western Macedonia, southern Albania, and Epi-
rus, matt-painted decoration appears in the last phase of the Late Bronze Age and continues
uninterrupted throughout the Iron Age (BoDINAKU 1990). Around the same time, similar
pottery emerges in southern Italy - in the regions of Apulia, Basilicata, Campania, and
Calabria (YNTEMA 1990).

The scholarly investigation of this phenomenon spans more than a century. Early research,
primarily concerned with chronology, spatial distribution, and regional comparanda, laid the
groundwork for understanding the diachronic development of the matt-painted style. More
recent studies, however, have shifted attention towards quantitative analyses and vessel ty-
pologies (ToucHAIS 2004), the composition of motifs and manufacturing techniques (VIDESKI
2006; KLEIBRINK - BARRESI 2009), as well as the exploration of regional interaction networks
(ScaLicr 2013; SKORO 2019).

In Albania as well, the interdisciplinary research conducted in the last decades at the sites
of Kamenicé, Lofkénd, and Sovjan has highlighted some interesting socio-cultural dynamics
and above all directly or indirectly has addressed further relevant questions in pottery research
(PEVNICK - AGOLLI 2014; GORI - KRAPF 2015; BEJKO forthcoming).

Even more enriching has been the general theoretical debate putting to the fore of discus-
sion inter- and intraregional networks, cultural change, mobility, innovation, and implications
of decision making during the process of production (BROWN 1989; VAN DER LEEUW - TOR-
RENCE 1989; SPATARO - FURHOLT 2020; FURHOLT 2021; FALCHETI - JACONO 2022).

Against this backdrop, while delving into the attributes of matt-painted decoration, in the
following sections, I discuss two issues. First, the conceptual premises of innovation within
a particular socio-cultural setting. What kind of change in pottery production implies an
orientation towards transformations? Second, I deal with the case of the matt-painted pottery
in southern Albania. What is the diachronic and regional distribution of this new decorative
style? How does an innovative choice implied in the local production contribute to navigating
the effort of the artisan during the process of production? How does the composition of dec-
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orative syntax contribute to understanding the regional networks? To what extent does the
introduction of wheelmade pottery production have an impact on the matt-painted decora-
tion? And finally: what socio-economic conditions turn this previously innovative decoration
technique into an established and even old-fashioned choice?

INNOVATION IN POTTERY PRODUCTION AND DECORATION - ATHEORETICAL
DISCUSSION

In the theoretical framework, discussion on innovation raises questions on how technological
or decorative choices can be defined as innovative (BROWN 1989, 203-222; SPATARO - FURHOLT
2020, 11-22), perspectives on what implies the reasoning behind the expression of an innova-
tive behavior and practice in a society (VAN DER LEEUW - TORRENCE 1989, 1-13) and moreover,
what premises and conditions make possible change and transformation in a society (SHENNAN
1989, 330-345; GRAMSCH 2015, 314-349).

Basic questions are thus: why are new things done and what is the reasoning behind
decisions or choices that yield new practices and new things (VAN DER LEEUW - TORRENCE
1989; SPATARO - FURHOLT 2020, 12). The very question on why practices are done in a new
way consider also the economic spectrum (NICKLIN 1971, 27-30). Through this perspective
innovation is seen as a phenomenon that necessarily leads towards a new adoption, a more
advantageous circumstance, an increasingly better or enriched quality that becomes much
desired within and beyond a socio-cultural unit. The invention or the embracement of pottery
technology introduces an effective effort that compared to preceding forms of production like
stone containers or basketry allows for a higher efficiency and scale of production (BRown
1989, 218-219).

Beyond the progressive traits conveyed through the lens of the economic approach, theo-
retical thinking on innovation also brings a close look into matters of a smaller scale which do
not necessarily deal with crucial stages of the emergence of pottery relevance and production.
Innovation in this case is not confined to the search for the origin of a particular phenomenon
but otherwise becomes perceived as a continuous process composed of various components
(VAN DER LEEUW - TORRENCE 1989, 1-13). While focusing on a multifaceted dynamic, it is also
necessary to focus on the rhythm and scale of innovation and indeed consider the social con-
text, its development, the scale of mobility and technological choices that accompanies the
process (LANE et al. 2009; ARNOLD 2020, 23-47; FURHOLT 2021, 481—535).

The case of the matt-painted pottery may benefit extensively from this theoretical perspec-
tive. Here, the innovative choice does not convey a behaviour, trend, or practice that signals
a significant transformation. The application of matt-painted decoration likely comprises an
aesthetic expression in pottery production and consumption. However, should our analysis,
thinking and reasoning on this new/inventive/innovative aspect only be sufficient with
a current discussion so far focused on the origin and the ethnogenesis of this phenomenon
(KORKUTI 1969; PRENDI 1978; BODINAKU 1989; 1990; VOKOTOPOULOU 1986; HEURTLEY 19309;
BUCK 1964; HAMMOND 1967)?

A plethora of theoretical studies since the 1960s have significantly challenged the expected
norms and conventions that the culture-historical approach implied in the interpretations of
the past and above all to the main principles of migration and diffusion that served as princi-
pal explanations for cultural change and transformation (HODDER 1982; SHENNAN 1989). The
so-called ‘third science revolution” has led to new bioarchaeological data and new questions
concerning migration and culture change (KRISTIANSEN 2014; FURHOLT 2021). For instance, in
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adiscussion of the Neolithization of Europe, Furholt advocates for an interpretative approach
that moves beyond the notion of a singular, unified process. Instead, he emphasizes the need
to assess the multiplicity of developments and movements within their broader historical
context (FURHOLT 2021, 489—491).

The deconstruction of both migration and diffusion has revived the discussion on cultural
change that sees the prime movers of transformation to be confined within a socio-cultural
context that potentially activates various dynamics such as innovation, integration, ad-
aptation or even resistance to various traits, influences, or practices (GRAMSCH 2015, 342).
Change and transformation reflect the decision making of social agents and are materialized
in artefacts and other results of practices. As such, it is to be understood as the cumulative
product of individuals that have a say while operating through their actions, including ritu-
als and everyday practices (GRAMSCH 2015, 345). Another matter not considered so far is the
perception of cultural change in the diachronic perspective. To what extent is such a change
to be projected over time? The discussion here puts into focus the cultural transmission
through an evolutionary perspective. Culture is again perceived in a dynamic context as the
by-product of a process in which individual/agents are exposed to a variety of learning and
imitations from their parents and other exterior social actors and units. The generational
passing of knowledge, experience and practices created the backbone of the cultural trans-
mission. This generational inheritance approach, however, should not confine the influence
of an individual within the domain of the household. Other dynamics include the desire to
reach another social status, creating the potential for new adaptations and cultural variations
(BoyD - RICHERSON 1985, 283-285).

Based on these theoretically grounded considerations I will try to understand how
matt-painting as a new choice in the local pottery production becomes an alternative stylistic
choice in the hands of the artisans and to what extent its presence contributes to understand-
ing innovation, cultural change, and transmission.

MATT-PAINTED POTTERY. ANEW STYLISTIC CHOICE IN HANDMADE POTTERY
PRODUCTION

What does an emerging stylistic feature, such as matt painting, imply in the late prehistoric
communities of southern Albania? The aesthetic choices that precede and also accompany
this new decorative style coincide with relief decoration in the forms of conical or elongated
projections, vertical or diagonal ribbings, as well as fewer cases of incised motifs. Indeed, such
decorative features make their appearance and use beyond southern Albania. Technically,
matt-painting adds two additional efforts to the process of production, i.e. the preparation
of pigment and the placement of motifs. This new decorative technique is applied mainly to
fine ware. When combined with other existing aesthetic choices, like the relief and incised
decoration, it can also be seen as an additional effort in two parameters: the time consumed
on the preparation of pigment and the painting of motifs on vessels.

In this section, the discussion will shift to the properties of the matt-painted decoration.
First, I will offer a background on the distribution of the matt-painted pottery and how it
compares to other decorative techniques. In the second part, I seek to understand how the
composition of motifs can provide insights into the choices of the artisan. In the third part,
I will discuss how the matt-painted pottery contributes to understanding models of cultural
change, transmissions and networks and what socio-economic conditions bring its gradual
demise in the developed phase of the Iron Age.
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Fig. 1: Location of sites Albania.

BACKGROUND OF THE MATT-PAINTED POTTERY IN SOUTHERN ALBANIA

The matt-painted decoration appears as a new decorative feature during the Late Bronze Age,’
in the tumulus 1 of Bar¢ (ANDREA 1985). However, evidence collected from other burial mounds
indicates that the new technique does not become a popular trait until the Iron Age. Excava-
tions at the settlements® of Maliq (PRENDI 1966, 255-280), Tren (KORKUTI 1971, 31-48), Sovjan

2 Thedatingisbased on the current conventional chronology published by Zhaneta Andrea, resulting
from her studies on grave goods from the tumulus 1 of Barg. Absolute dates on other late prehistoric
sites around the Korcé basin are available; however, the relative chronology especially for sites
excavated before the 1990s still remains the main reference. The matt-painted kantharos found as
a grave good in Tomb 162 from Barg is accompanied by two bronze objects: a dagger similar to the
Aegean swords dated to the 14™ century BC and a spearhead comparable to central European types
with a date spanning from the last decades of the 13 towards the 12 century BC. Andrea bases
her dating on the conventional chronology of the spearhead (ANDREA 1985, 78-79, tab. xv: 276).
However, an association with the Aegean sword found in the same tomb and a Middle Bronze Age
date of this tomb cannot be excluded.

3 Theanalysisin this paper will focus mainly on the material found in the tumuli, which offer a reper-
toire with a high degree of preservation and by default allow a better understanding of the vessels’
attributes including techniques of decoration and composition of motifs.
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(Gor1 - KRAPF 2015, 91-135) or even that of Drenové* offer more or less a similar chronological
background, but in contrast with the tumuli and as expected, the ceramics here have yielded
a higher degree of fragmentation (cf. Fig. 1).

Tab. 1: Diachronic distribution of matt-painted vessels in tumuli mounds.

MBA LBA 1300-1200 | EIA1100-900 | SEIA 900-800 | DIA 800-700 | SDIA 700/650-540
Barc1 1 20 3
KugiZil&2 6 1
Kamenicé 4 15 9 13
Luaras 1 1
Prodan 1
Rehové 1 1 7
Piskové 2
Rapcké 2
Lofkénd 1 6 1
Patos 1
Vodhiné 1

Asindicated in Tab. 1, the matt-painted decoration is encountered in 11 burial mounds around
southern Albania. Seen in a diachronic order, despite its early appearance likely during the
Late Bronze Age,’ a higher presence of this technique is noticed during the Iron Age® par-
ticularly in the Korcé basin with the tumulus 1 of Barg, in Kamenicé, and lesser and later in
the tumulus 1 of Kug i Zi7 Given the quantity, these sites indicate that this new technique is
embraced and enjoys a particular popularity in the Kor¢é basin. When compared to other
decorative techniques, including the relief decoration or combined techniques comprising
relief decoration and matt-paint or incision, the matt-painted decoration stands in roughly

4 The presence of the matt-painted decoration in the settlement of Drenové was mentioned by the
excavator Petrika Lera; however, no data from this site has yet been published.

5 The results from the absolute dating of evidence from Tumulus 10 in the necropolis of Apollonia
and the tumulus of Lofkénd, particularly with tombs 49, 81, and 91, pushed the date of the Late
Bronze Age back to the 14™ century BC (DAMIATA et al. 2007, 157-160).

6 Arevised chronology with the case of the Tumulus of Kamenicé establishes for the Iron Age: Early
Iron Age (EIA) 1100-900 BC; Second phase of Early Iron Age (SEIA) 900-800 BC; Developed Iron
Age (DIA) 800-700 BC; Second phase of Developed Iron Age (SDIA) 700/650-540 BC (Bejko forth-
coming).

7 The monograph of the tumulus of Kamenicé is in the process of publication and I am grateful to
Lorenc Bejko for putting at my disposal any type of documentation and preliminary analysis of
the ceramic material.
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similar quantities in the tumuli of Barg 1, Kug i Zi® and Kamenicé (Graphs 1and 2). Here again
the conventional chronology, especially for the tumulus 1 of Barg, shows some discrepancy.
In contrast to other burial mounds, in this region one could notice more systematically the
development of the matt-painted style especially during the Iron Age. Other tumuli, including
those at Prodan (AL1U 1994), Patos (KOorRkUTI 1981), and Vodhiné (PRENDI 1956), have yielded
only one matt-painted vessel, and such a quantity leaves very little room for comprehensive
analysis. The tumulus of Luaras on the Kolonjé plateau (ALIU 2004) shows a particular pref-
erence towards the incised and relief decoration, leaving the matt-painted style an isolated
choice applied only to two vessels. Also, the tumuli of Piskové and Rapcké, in Pérmet region
around the Vjosé valley (Bopinaku 1981) have each yielded two matt-painted vessels.® On
the other hand, the tumulus of Lofkénd, (PEVNICK - AGOLLI 2014) especially during the Early
Iron Age, when the monument reaches the peak of its use, shows a preference towards the
matt-painted style. The alternative style, kanellure decoration with vertical or diagonal rib-
bing, comprises a slightly less popular technique that solely appears in dark fine ware. The
tumulus of Rehové (ALiu 2012) offers a significant preference for plain vessels, especially
during the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age. Towards the last phase of the use of the tumulus,
the matt-painted decoration becomes the preferred decorative technique.”
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Graph 1: Decorative techniques in the tumulus of Kamenicé.

8 Although in a lower quantity, the tumuli of Kug i Zi, due to being in the vicinity of the tumuli of
Barg, are placed in a cumulative table.

9 The two matt-painted vessels are dated respectively in the Early Iron Age (1100-900 BC) and Devel-
oped Iron Age (800-700 BC), s. AGOLLI 2014, supplemental material (Key diagram and decoration
for the Luaras tumulus).

10 Both tumuli have not yet been published. Namik Bodinaku has published the matt-painted vessels
in a preliminary report on the excavations (BODINAKU 1981, 243-262).

11 See also AGOLLI 2014, supplemental materials (Key diagrams and decoration).
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Graph 2: Decorative techniques in the tumuli of Bar¢ 1 and Kug i Zi.

CHOICES OF ARTISANS IN THE COMPOSITION OF MATT-PAINTED MOTIFS

The composition of motifs contributes directly to an understanding of physical and ideational
choices of the artisan. In this effort, prior importance is given to the vessel form and its des-
ignated function. From the evidence collected from the tumuli, the matt-painted decoration
occurs mainly in fine ware vessels, more commonly of small and medium size, much less so
in large vessels. With regard to the vessel forms, the matt-painted data collected from settle-
ments indicate a similar preference.

Due to the low quantitative profile, diachronic analysis on the development of the com-
position of motifs cannot be conducted systematically. However, a comparative overview
of the motif compositions in the Early and Developed Iron Age could be carried out. During
the first two phases of the Iron Age, the matt-painted motifs are mainly expressed in linear
geometric and are quite asymmetric. Within this style, at tumulus 1 of Barg, in Kamenicé and
Lofkénd, the pendent triangle on the vessels’ shoulder comprises the most common motif
(Fig. 2, P1. 2/1). The most frequent is the hatched pendent triangle, whereas others including
solid or cross-hatched or inscribed triangles mark a lesser occurrence. In most cases, the
pendent triangles are accompanied by wavy or horizontal lines across the neck of the vessels.
Even with such common decorative features within the group of pendent triangles, especially
when combined with the variety of the vessel form where these motifs are painted, one may
easily find it challenging when trying to find two vessels with similar motifs. Other types of
motifs include lozenges, chess, cross-hatched rhomboids, zig-zags, and so on, however these
motifs occur only on one vessel.
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Fig. 2: A selection of various matt-painted vessels in diachronic order.
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A new dynamic appears during the developed Iron Age. The matt-painted style becomes
less popular. However, especially in the Kor¢é basin at the tumulus of Kamenicé and much less
in Kug¢iZiand Bar¢ some uniformity appears. Again, the pendent triangle comprises the most
common motif. However, a much higher degree of innovation is noticed in the composition of
motifs. The pendent triangle, in some cases accompanied by an elongated apex, comes com-
bined with linear horizontal lines around the neck. It is to be noticed also that at both tumuli
the local wheelmade production is better represented (Graph 2). The tumulus of Kamenicé
in particular offers a higher variety of pendent triangles which occur commonly with an
elongated apex. Even in this case, however, a preference towards a plain variety without any
decorative features becomes a frequent trait (Graph 1). On the other hand, at the tumulus
of Rehové on the Kolonjé plateau the matt-painted style becomes a popular trait, expressed
in linear motifs or even arches. The pendent triangles here mark a distinctive variety, either
plain with an elongated apex or hatched with thick vertices. These motif compositions find
no parallels at other sites around southern Albania.

During the Early Iron Age, the composition of matt-painted motifs reflects a high degree
of variability and individual choices. It seems likely that with a new form of decoration and
within a common model style habitually expressed through simple geometric motifs - the
artisans explore a wide variety of motif combinations which serve as an aesthetic addition
but do not seem to compromise either the form or the function of the vessel.

The developed Iron Age brings a new mode to the local production related to the introduc-
tion of the potter’s wheel and potentially shifts the technology towards an increasingly spe-
cialized activity. How does the matt-painted pottery respond to this new circumstance? So far,
the settlement of Tren remains the only site to have offered matt-painted pottery in both the
handmade and wheelmade technique.” Muzafer Korkuti (1971, 40-41) claims that compared to
their handmade counterparts the wheelmade sherds bear more rudimentary motifs. A recent
excavation campaign in the cave of Tren has offered some additional evidence (AGoLL1 2016).”
The vast majority of the matt-painted pottery is handmade with only a handful of wheelmade
sherds. Again, the decoration comes simplified, mostly with horizontal lines (AcoLLi et al.
2020, 82-102). Comparative analysis of the composition of the fabric and pigment of both
techniques indicates no major differences, and it seems likely that the community of Tren is
testing a new technology of production with its main attention and effort placed on the form
of the vessel rather than also experimenting with the decorative motifs.

In addition, if with the Early Iron Age this new and emerging style is increasingly em-
braced within the process of production leaving space for creativity and individual choices
to the artisans, during the developed Iron Age the decoration of vessels enters a new phase
of production perhaps spread between fewer and more specialized individuals. In this new
environment, expressions of new choices no longer find relevance and the matt-painted
decoration is either surviving within a growing uniformity of vessel forms and decorative
motifs (the case of Kamenicé tumulus), poorly applied in the wheelmade production (the cave
of Tren) or little applied (the tumuli of Bar¢ and Kuc i Zi). An exception to this trend can be
found at the tumulus of Rehové, where towards the end of the tumulus use* the matt-painted
decoration appears as the most popular choice.

12 Muzafer KorkuUTI (1971, tab. x1) reports a handful of matt-painted wheelmade sherds.

13 Excavations in the cave of Tren were conducted in 2016 in Room 2, an area not explored in the
campaigns of Korkuti in the 1960s.

14 Ireferhere to the use during the late prehistory; the tumulus was reused over the medieval period.
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A DISCUSSION ON THE DYNAMICS OF CULTURAL CHANGE AND MODELS OF
CULTURAL TRANSMISSION

Within the Early Iron Age communities of southern Illyria and in an existing tradition of
handmade pottery, the matt-painted decoration is embraced and integrated as an innovative
and alternative stylistic feature mainly in sites around the Korcé basin. Other communities
including those of the tumuli of Lofkénd, Vodhiné, and Rehové and the cave settlement of
Katundas (BELLI - STAROVA 1983) adapt this innovative type of decoration to a lesser degree.
However, in any case, the addition of this new element which had developed in communities
further east and south remains a less popular choice; the small numbers suggest that individual
decisions were made by the craftsman and/or user of the vessel. The further transformation
in the technology of production and decoration in the developed Iron Age marks a gradual
abandonment of what was once an innovative feature.

To what extent does the matt-painted decoration contribute to an understanding of models
of cultural transmissions and networks? Given the quantity of finds mainly in burial mounds
and settlements, the center of gravity unequivocally remains in the Kor¢é basin. Beyond
the quantitative profile, the matt-painted style makes an appearance in the neighbouring
regions of Kolonjé, Pérmet or even further north in the regions of Mallakastér and Berat
especially in the tumulus of Lofkénd and the cave settlement of Katundas (BELLI - STAROVA
1983). When looking at the degree of variation of motifs it becomes clear that especially the
Korgé basin shows a high degree of similarities, in particular during the Early Iron Age. Also,
the tumulus of Lofkénd conveys similarities with the motifs of the basin. The same cannot
be said for the regions of Kolonjé and Pérmet. In general, the Kolonjé plateau shows very
little interest in the matt-painted style. Only three matt-painted vessels were found in the
tumuli of Prodan and Luaras (Tab. 1).5 An exception can be found in the repertoire dating
to the developed Iron Age in the Rehové tumulus. Although of a distinctively lower quantity
compared to earlier phases of the tumulus use, a clear preference towards the matt-painted
decoration or even the combined techniques (matt-paint and relief decoration) are clearly
visible in the last phase. The composition of the motifs in the repertoire, including plain
pendent small triangles with an elongated apex, or hatched with thick vertices and arches, all
displayed in the vessels’ shoulders,” show clear similarities with the matt-painted specimens
encountered in the Vitsa cemetery in the region of Zagoria, Greece (VOKOTOPOULOU 1986).
A ssimilar parallel to the Vitsa cemetery can also be drawn with the only matt-painted kantharoi
of the tumulus of Prodan®® and in the region of Pérmet with the matt-painted vessels of the
tumuli of Piskové and Rapcké.” Only sporadic motifs like the horizontal lozenge in kantharoi
bear some similarities to the tumulus 1 of Barg in the Kor¢é basin. The Lofkénd tumulus in
Mallakastér region, despite the distance, bears a similar pattern in the composition of motifs
to that of the Korgé basin.

15 For the tumulus of Prodan see ALIU 1984, tab. v, tomb 45; for the tumulus of Luaras see ALIU 2004,
tab. 1v, tomb 34 and tab. v, tomb 47.

16 Eight vessels are dated in the developed phase of the Iron Age, six of which are treated with
matt-painted decoration (ALIU 2012, tab. XX, tomb 218, tab. xx1, tomb 221, tab. xx111, tombs 224, 225,
tab. xx1v, tombs 238, 242, tab. xxv, tomb 246).

17 None of these motifs makes an appearance in the Korgé basin.

18 The vessel is painted with a combination of vertical and horizontal lines on the neck and shoulder.

19 As mentioned above, the tumuli have not been published, and the comparisons here rely only on
four vessels published by Namik Bodinaku in a preliminary report (BopINAKU 1981).
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The panorama offers a high degree of motif variation especially during the Early Iron Age.
To explain the spread of the matt-paint technology and the variation of the applied motifs,
the possible ways of transmission between the communities needs to be considered. A con-
ventional component that may explain networks between these communities is that pottery
production likely was a household activity carried out seasonally that develops on a non-spe-
cialized basis and was performed / executed by women (VITELLI 1993, 247-257; STARK et al.
2008). The high variability is perhaps associated with the choices and expressions of artisans
who learn and are free to imitate the practice of pottery production from their parents and/or
mothers-in-law. However, the spread of the matt-paint also shows that they adopted decorative
technologies from neighbouring potters. The popularity of the matt-painted motifs during
the Early Iron Age around the Korgé basin may convey this model of exchange ruled by close
distance and social affinities among various communities. However, how do we explain the
similar decorative pattern of the tumulus of Lofkénd, which is encountered at a considerable
distance from the Kor¢é basin? It seems obvious in this case that another type of transmission
was due to intra-regional contacts. Ethnographic research conducted in Albania (ONUZ11974,
197-211; ONUZI 1979, 123-126; ONUZI 1987) on the handmade production of cooking jars and
pans (cerep), and lids (sa¢) shows a different type of transmission. Women are involved in every
step of production. Two main aspects in this process offer an alternative model of cultural
transmission. First, even within a peasant and self-subsistent economy, women attempt to
produce a surplus which is exchanged at regional fairs. Second, in a patrilocal residence and
with girls getting married at a young age (13-14 years old), the mothers in order not to create
clashes with the houses of future husbands would rather prefer skills in cooking or pottery
making to be learned and transmitted by the mothers-in-law. Also, given the hardship of
production, women would be involved in the process only after they had passed the age of
fertility. Needless to say, reference to the ethnographic research is not enough to confirm
adirect parallel with the archaeological context. However, especially in the endeavor of under-
standing cultural transmissions and networks, an alternative model that does not exclude the
circulation of objects in informal regional exchanges could widen the horizon to understand-
ing the distribution of the matt-painted motifs in Lofkénd beyond the Kor¢é basin. Any form
of generational transmission between Lofkénd and Kor¢é basin seems very unlikely. Future
research and evidence would need to address potential contacts ruled by means of material
exchange beyond the intra-regional scale. On such a matter, another crucial component would
need further research at late prehistoric sites in the neighbouring regions between Korgé
basin and Mallakastér region. In this case current comparative archaeogenomic research at
the tumuli of Kamenicé and Lofkénd may yield insights into the genetic background of both
sites.> Excavations in the cemetery and cave settlement of Katundas in Berat have offered
some comparable evidence on vessel form and matt-painted pottery (KORKUTI 1986, 251-252).*
However, the lack of publication makes further analysis impossible.

The third phase of the Iron Age offers a different situation. The local wheelmade production
either displays poor and simple matt-painted motifs like those of Tren or ignores any type of
decorative choice at all, like the tumulus of Kug i Zi, whereas in the Kamenicé tumulus, the

20 A paper was presented at the 2023 EAA Annual Meeting in Belfast: X. Jia et al., Archaeogenomic
pilot research of Kamenicé, a prehistoric Albanian tumulus (1600-500 BCE).

21 Muzafer KorkuTi, the author of the excavations in the cave settlement of Katundas, published
a brief preliminary report on the stratigraphic sequence of the site, mentioning the presence of
matt-painted pottery in the Iron Age layers, however no images or other insights accompany this
publication.
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matt-painted decoration keeps a certain popularity in a repertoire that is growing on plain
vessels within a production with an increasing degree of homogeneity. An exception is noticed
in the last phase of the tumulus of Rehové where the matt-painted technique becomes popular
and draws distinctive similarities to the cemetery of Vitsa. An informal model of exchange
facilitated by routes through the Vjosa valley and the passes of Barmash could have put these
areas into contact (AL1U - BEJKO 2005, 60). In the Korcé basin, however, it seems likely that
the emerging transformation in the socio-economic profile with iron intensively explored
and used puts the pottery technology in a new mode of production where the matt-painted
decoration becomes gradually less relevant. Lorenc Bejko argues that from the 8 century BC
onwards, an increasing variety in the treatment of individuals in burial mounds and a ten-
dency towards vertical social organization is noticed (BEjko 2020, 29-42). Perhaps due to
this transformation, the modes of pottery production are oriented towards more specialized
activities, bringing a new wave of innovation.

DISCUSSION

Returning to the theoretical question of innovation, what type of new practices, efforts and

transformations do the communities that use the matt-painted style in the local production

of pottery making embrace and what kind of change and transformation does the addition of
this new attribute pose? The matt-painted decoration brings to the local pottery production

an innovative aesthetic attribute. However, its elaboration and especially the composition of
motifs at a significant degree reflect the lack of a solid pattern at a site or regional scale. Most

likely the prime movers that encourage and continue this stylistic attribute in the production

are the individual choices and expressions of the artisans. In this environment, innovation

is adopted and integrated into the existing technological and cultural process, by engaging

in the learning of how to prepare the pigment paint and choose certain motifs that develop

in a particular style. Within a household production with more intensified inter-regional

networks and lesser contacts beyond the region, both established on a generational model

of transmission and likely some informal modes of exchange, the matt-painted decoration

maintains some popularity during the Early Iron Age especially in one region, the Korgé basin,
and much less in other regions. Its gradual abandonment is due to an emerging socio-economic

transformation during the developed Iron Age. A growing standardized pottery production

and a preference towards wheelmade technology goes hand in hand with the matt-painted

tradition, with the latter becoming increasingly less popular. What remains clear however

is that even within the Kor¢é basin as an aesthetic choice in the hands of the artisans this

technique responds to this innovative circumstance rather differently; either by being inte-
grated in a handmade production that is becoming gradually homogeneous like the case of the

Kamenicé tumulus or comes expressed in a more rudimentary way in wheelmade production
in the settlement of Tren or becomes lesser popular like at the tumuli of Bar¢ and Kug¢ i Zi.
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Pl. 2/1: Selection of complete matt-painted vessels from tumuli in Albania. 1 - Barg; 2 - Lofkénd
(P309); 3-4 - Kamenicé (Q1497, Q1050), not to scale.
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