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Matt-painted pottery from the region around the Great
Lakes (Ohrid, Prespa, Maliq). New chronological evidence

Pero Ardjanliev

ABSTRACT

This study re-examines the matt-painted pottery tradition of the Great Lakes region, encompassing the Ko-
r¢é basin in Albania and the Ohrid basin in North Macedonia, through a multidisciplinary lens combining
stratigraphy, typology, and absolute chronology.

Originating in the Kor¢é valley during the transitional period between the Late Bronze Age and the
Early Iron Age, matt-painted pottery has often been interpreted within isolated, nationally framed archae-
ological narratives. This research challenges such interpretations by demonstrating the regional coherence
and synchronicity of the phenomenon across modern political borders. Drawing upon recent excavations
and updated radiocarbon and dendrochronological data - particularly from the site of Sovjan - this study
situates the initial appearance of matt-painted pottery in the second half of the 11 century BC. It further
clarifies the absence of such ceramics in pile-dwelling/wet-land settlements along Lake Ohrid, which were
abandoned following a seismic event around 1200 BC. This event, along with a similar hydrological shift in
the Korgé valley during the 8 century BC, played a crucial role in shaping the region’s settlement patterns
and material culture. The study also critiques the continued use of the term ‘Devoll style’ pottery, proposing
instead the more geographically inclusive designation ‘matt-painted pottery of the Great Lakes region’.

This reframing helps to deconstruct older nationalist and cultural-historical frameworks while affirming
the shared cultural development of the region. By integrating material, environmental, and chronological
data, the study redefines the matt-painted pottery tradition as a key marker of Early Iron Age cultural
identity in the Great Lakes region.
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INTRODUCTION

The subject of research in this study will be matt-painted pottery from the region around the
Great Lakes encompassing the Kor¢é basin in Albania and the Ohrid basin in North Macedo-
nia. This name for the region was first established in archaeological science by Bouzek in his
capital work Graeco-Macedonian Bronzes. Analysis and chronology (BouzEk 1974). The dominant
geographical feature of the region includes the lake ecosystems of Lake Ohrid, Lake Prespa,
and the former Lake Maliq. Situated at an altitude of 700-900 metres, the flat plains to the
north (Ohrid-Struga Basin), south (Kor¢é Basin) of Lake Ohrid, and the Resen Basin to the
north of Lake Prespa are surrounded by towering mountain massifs that provide a natural
delimitation. These mountain barriers, interspersed with small plateaus and deep river valleys,
not only define the narrow plains adjacent to the lakes, but also impede natural communication
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routes. Historically, these routes served as vital trade links connecting the region with both
neighbouring and distant areas.

The region is intersected by several significant river valleys, including those of Devoll and
Osum, which link the Korcé basin with the Adriatic and Ionian coasts to the west and southwest,
respectively. In addition, the valley of the Aliakmon River provides connectivity to the east,
linking the region with the area around the Thermaic Gulf. Within the Ohrid Basin, the Drim
River flows to the north of the lake (modern Struga), providing a link to the central Balkan
region, whereas the Sateska River, which flows to the north of the lake, provides communi-
cation with the northeastern areas, such as the Kicevo and Polog basins.

This lake region has a very favourable geographic position, providing the best direct con-
nection between the Aegean and the Adriatic coast. Considering the geography of the region
and taking into account the importance of river valleys as main communications in the past,
we come to the conclusion that it represents an important crossroad in this part of the Balkan
peninsula. This can be concluded from the discovered archaeological remains that cover the
entire period of human activity in the past in the region.

The main feature of the material culture in the region in this so-called transition period
from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age is the appearance of the local matt-painted
pottery. The academic and archaeological discourse surrounding matt-painted pottery has
been marked by extensive debate, particularly regarding its distribution and origins. It is
important to emphasise the influence of nationalist agendas and different cultural-histori-
cal interpretations, as these factors are closely linked to discussions of ‘waves of migration’
during the transitional period. The decorative elements of matt-painted pottery are often
seen as innovative features of pottery production and significant indicators of population
movements in the southern Balkans. For example, matt-painted pottery from the Bubusti
site (today Platania) has been dated to the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early
Iron Age (1300-900 BC), with Heurtley associating its appearance with the Dorian invasion
(HEURTLEY 1926-1927, 169-179, 191-194). Another perspective, advocated by J. Vokotopoulou,
suggests that Late Bronze Age matt-painted pottery in Macedonia resulted from migrations of
‘Macedonian tribes’ from central Greece to the north and northeast (VoxoToPoULOU 1986, 255).

There are several theories about the origin of matt-painted pottery. Hochstetter suggests
that Late Bronze Age matt-painted pottery is an imitation of Mycenaean pottery (HOCHSTET-
TER 1982). Conversely, Vokotopoulou traces the lineage of matt-painted pottery from the Late
Bronze Age in northern Greece directly to its Middle Helladic predecessors in central and
southern Greece, postulating the migration of tribes to Macedonia, Epirus, and Albania as the
driver of development (VokoTOPOULOU 1986). These theories have been challenged and refuted,
notably by Horejs, who argues that the emergence of matt-painted pottery should not be seen
as a product of migration from Anatolia, southern Greece or central Europe, but rather as the
result of long-distance interactions between regions in a north-south direction (Horgjs 2007;
PAVUK - HOREJS 2012). Tartaron’s perspective, in line with that of Horejs, emphasises the role
of constant communication between communities across the wider region during the Late
Bronze Age and Iron Age, with river valleys serving as crucial factors (TARTARON 2004, 85-87).
Matt-painted pottery was distributed from Kamenska Cuka in Bulgaria to the Devoll Plain in
Albania and to Argolis and Laconia in Greece (HOREJS 2007, 258, fig. 161). Horejs’ analysis sug-
gests the existence of micro-regional groups defined by specific characteristics such as shape,
decoration, style of decoration, date and duration. In relation to these factors, she distinguishes
eight micro-regional groups, of which for this study the group along the Devoll River is of par-
ticular importance (Fig. 1) (HorEJs 2007, 259-278, fig. 176). She points out that the chronology
of the Devoll Group remains controversial and needs to be clarified (Horgjs 2007, 279).
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Fig. 1: Groups of matt-painted pottery in the Late Bronze Age; 1 - Chalkidki; 2 - Gulf of Thessalo-
niki to Langadas plain; 3 - Lower Axios; 4 - Middle Vardar; 5 - Iannitsa Basin; 6 - Region along
the Aliakmon; 7 - Great Lakes region; 8 - Gulf of Volos to Spercheios valley. After Horejs 2007,
updated by P. Ardjanliev.

TYPOLOGY, DECORATION AND METHOD OF PRODUCTION OF MATT-PAINTED
POTTERY FROM THE GREAT LAKES REGION

Unfortunately, no comprehensive typology has yet been established for matt-painted pottery
from the Great Lakes region. This absence is mainly due to the historical oversight of considering
this pottery as a regional phenomenon. Moreover, as noted above, the considerable chrono-
logical disparity artificially created across the current administrative boundary between the
Republic of Albania and the Republic of North Macedonia has further complicated typological
efforts. Typologies for pottery have indeed been formulated (ANDREA 2005; KRAPF 2018b, 67-81),
but these typologies were not formulated with a unified, regional perspective. Rather as distinct
cultural groups delineated by the side of the administrative border to which the archaeological
material belongs. Despite the obvious similarities in material from both sides, cultural-histor-
ical interpretations persist (ANDREA 1993, 109-123). A further technical challenge is posed by
the fragmentary nature of the surviving settlement pottery, which consists mainly of sherds.
Consequently, researchers often find it difficult or impossible to determine the original shape of
the vessel from these fragments. Nevertheless, we have endeavoured to present here the most
characteristic forms and decorative motifs of matt-painted vessels. Our presentation is based
primarily on fully preserved vessels discovered in Early Iron Age necropolises, supplemented
by the sporadic discovery of preserved vessels from settlement layers within the region.
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Fig. 2: Main forms of Matt-painted vessels from the Great Lakes region. 1 - Plao$nik archive Ohrid
museum; 2 - Kug i Zi after ANDREA 1974; 3 - Maliq after ANDREA 2005; 4 - Sovjan after KRAPF 2018.
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TYPOLOGY

Several distinctive pottery forms decorated with matt-painted motifs have been identified
in the Great Lakes region. These include kantharos-like vessels, amphoroid vessels, deep
storage vessels with two or four vertical horseshoe handles, carinated vessels (likely urns),
single-handled cups, deep bowls, and double or triple vessels.

Kantharos-like vessels are a dominant and characteristic type in the Great Lakes re-
gion. Their lineage can be traced back to the Bronze Age (MITREVSKI 1997, 110; MITREVSKI
2013, 221-222), suggesting a long tradition. Notably, these vessels are not only prevalent in
matt-painted pottery but also feature prominently in the repertoire of monochrome vessels
from the area (KRAPF 20183, 115-131, fig. 13: 1-3). Characterised by a spherical body that tran-
sitions into a short cylindrical neck, these vessels rest on a flat base and are distinguished by
two looped handles extending over the rim of the vessel (Fig. 2: 2, 3).

Amphoroid vessels are characterised by an accentuated carinated body, a cylindrical neck,
a flat base and two vertical loop handles that start from the rim, extend over it and typically
end at the shoulder of the vessel. These vessels were found in the Early Iron Age settlement
layer at Plao$nik in Ohrid (MITREVSKI 2013, 221-222), and in particular in the extensive col-
lection of matt-painted vessels from necropolises in the Kor¢é region, including Bar¢ and Kug
i Zi (Fig. 2: 1) (ANDREA 1985, tab. VI: v.40, 5; ANDREA 1985, tab. XL: 4).

Deep vessels with horizontal handles triangular in shape can be recognized by their
S-shaped profile, considerable depth and wide mouth (Fig. 2: 4). These vessels typically rest
on a flatbase and are characterized by the presence of four horseshoe handles attached to the
shoulder of the vessel. Discoveries of such vessels or fragments of handles from this type of
vessel have been documented at various sites in the region, including Sovjan (KrAPF 2018a,
115-131, fig.12: 5-6), Plao$nik.

Carinated vessels (urns) are characterised by a pronounced carinated body with a slightly
spherical lower part. The neck of these vessels is distinctly conical, ending in a slightly inverted
mouth, and they rest on a flat base. Around the shoulder of the vessel are four handles, which
may be looped or have an elliptical cross-section. These vessels are often referred to as ‘urns’
because they were mainly used to contain the cremated remains of the deceased, especially in
necropolises in the region such as Barg, Kug i Zi, and Drenové (Fig. 2:1) (ANDREA 1985, tab. 11:
V.10, 5, VI: V.45, XXIV: V5b, 3; KRAPF 20184, 115-131, fig. 12: 1).

Single-handled cups are characterised by their smaller size compared to other matt-paint-
ed vessels in the region, with a spherical body that merges into a short cylindrical neck that
ends in a slightly convex rim. These vessels usually rest on a flat base and are equipped with
a loop handle. The handle is attached at the rim of the vessel, swings out prominently and
returns back to the shoulder. Some examples may have nipple-shaped protuberances around
the shoulder. These vessels are mainly found in the tumulus necropolises of Bar¢ and Ku¢ i Zi
(Fig. 3: 2) (ANDREA 1985, tab. I11: V.13, IV: V.24, XXIX: V.44).

Deep bowls are characterised by their hemispherical bodies supported by flat bases and
a flat rim. These vessels have been found mainly in the settlement layers at Sovjan and Maliq
within the region (Fig. 3: 3) (ANDREA 1999, 313-341, fig. 18: 7; ANDREA 2005, 5-58, tab. x11: 5).

Double and triple vessels are similar to the single-handled cups described above but
differ in that they are arranged in groups of two or three. These vessels are joined together in
the area of the handles, and they have an additional handle that begins at the mouth of one
vessel, extends above it, and ends at the mouth of the adjacent vessel. Typically, these vessels
are unearthed as grave goods in the burial mounds of the necropolis of Barg. (Fig. 3: 4) (AN-
DREA 1985, tab. I1: v.10,4, IV: V.22,4).
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Fig. 3: Main forms of matt-painted vessels from the Great Lakes region. 1, 2, 4 after ANDREA 1985; 3
after ANDREA 2005.
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DECORATION

The regional identity of this pottery type, evident in the selection of vessel forms, is further
underlined by the recurring motifs used in the decoration. Among these characteristic motifs
found in the region, there are hanging triangles, checkerboard, rectangular panels decorated
with triangles or diamonds, cruciform decorations, wavy lines, and patterns of square strings.

The hanging triangle motif is the most common and distinctive geometric pattern found
on matt-painted vessels in the region. It typically depicts a triangle with the apex pointing
downwards, hence the name ‘hanging triangle’. This motif dominates the body of the vessel,
extending from the shoulder to the bottom. Due to its widespread use, the hanging triangle
motif has evolved into numerous subtypes. Variations are based on whether the triangle is
equilateral or isosceles, as well as the interior decoration. Some variations feature oblique
lines within the triangle, angled either to the left or right (Fig. 4: A), while others feature
anet-like pattern that fills the interior space (Fig. 4: B). In addition, hanging triangles may be
fully coloured (Fig. 4: C), may contain several smaller triangles within them, or simply show
the outlines of triangles (Fig. 4: D). Combinations of these variations are also seen.

Fig. 4: Various shapes of hanging triangles. By P. Ardjanliev.

Checkerboard motif: After the hanging triangles motif, the checkerboard motif is of great
importance in the decorative repertoire of vessels. As its name suggests, this pattern consists
of arectangular panel divided into alternating squares. Typically, this motif adorns the neck
of the vessel (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5: Various types of checkerboards. By P. Ardjanliev.
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Rectangular panel filled with triangles or diamonds: It consists of a rectangular area dec-
orated with a series of repeated oblique and straight lines, resulting in a sequence of triangles
or diamonds (Fig. 6). This motif is similar to the checkerboard motif for its placement on the
vessel, particularly around the neck.

Fig. 6: Rectangular panel filled with triangles or diamonds. After Kipro 2023.

Strings of squares: This motif presents a rectangular panel divided into smaller empty
squares arranged in a pattern resembling strings. The orientation of this motif, whether
horizontal or vertical, depends on its placement on the vessel (Fig. 7).

Fig. 7: Strings of squares. By P. Ardjanliev.

Cruciform decoration: As its name suggests, this motif is typically a simple or Maltese cross,
often decorating the neck area of vessels (Fig. 8).

Fig. 8: Various types of cruciform decoration. After Kipro 2023.
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Wavy lines: One of the simplest geometric motifs found on matt-painted vessels, wavy lines
typically adorn vessels below the rim, either on the outside or on the rim itself (Fig. 9).
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Fig. 9: Various types of wavy lines. After Kipro 2023.

TECHNOLOGY

Upon establishing a typology and decoration of the matt-painted pottery phenomenon within
the region, it is appropriate to further elucidate the technology of producing the vessels, basic
forms of these vessels, together with the basic motifs used in their decoration. This compre-
hensive study serves to enhance the understanding of the regional characteristics inherent
in matt-painted pottery. Production technology shows that matt-painted vessels are mostly
handmade from well-purified clay with rare impurities, consisting of small crystals of mica,
i.e. mica or sand, and very rarely pebbles (Pl. 3/1: 3).

Fragments of vessels made on a potter’s wheel are also found, but more rarely. X-ray flu-
orescence spectroscopy was performed on fragments of matt-painted vessels from the same
period (97 century BC) found in the Korgé Region, including on fragments of ceramics
from the cave settlement of Tren, near the Small Prespa Lake. It was determined that in both
cases, a similar source of clay was used for the production of the vessels. It was also proven
that a related pigment with a high concentration of iron was used to decorate the vessels of
both categories. According to the researchers’ conclusions, this is convincing evidence that
confirms that pottery made on a potter’s wheel was produced locally and that it represents
an innovative version that developed within the rich Early Iron Age tradition of handmade
pottery. Finally, they conclude that due to the limited quantities of matt-painted pottery made
on awheel (in comparison to handmade), one cannot speak of a replacement or improvement
of the technological process in pottery production (AGoLLI et al. 2020, 82-101).

When it comes to the firing of the vessels, it can be concluded that they are well fired, but
even firing is very rarely achieved (Pl. 3/1: 3). Therefore, the vessels are most often with a grey
core and a light brown, orange, less often pale red, olive-grey, and most rarely grey surface.
Special attention was paid to the surface of the vessels, and less often to the interior; in most
cases it is beautifully smoothed and sometimes coated with a light brown, orange or olive-grey
lean coating. The decoration of the vessels was carried out before their firing. This achieved
greater durability of the colour itself. Albanian researchers in the past spoke of a first phase
of the appearance of matt-painted pottery in which the vessel was first fired and then painted.
This reflected the quality of the painting, which faded with prolonged use of the vessel. In the
younger phase, according to them, the painting was carried out before firing, which made the
colour more durable (PRENDI 1982, 214-219). Later chemical analyses have shown these assump-
tions to be incorrect, i.e., the painting of the vessels was in all cases carried out before firing,
and the difference in the quality of the painting is the result of poorer application of the paint,



PERO ARDJANLIEV 77

as well as the different firing temperatures of the vessels (ANDREA 2005, 36). We assume that
the same natural earth pigment was used for the decoration of the vessels, the shade of which
varies depending on the firing colour or the coating of the vessel. Thus, on vessels with a light
brown surface the shade is brown or dark brown, on those with an orange or pale red, burgundy,
while on vessels with an olive-grey or grey surface it is usually dark brown (PL. 3/1: 1-2).

CHRONOLOGY

The first excavations at the Maliq site marked a pivotal point, revealing the earliest instances
of matt-painted pottery in the region and prompting the formulation of the first relative
chronology of prehistoric developments in southern Albania. F. Prendi identified two distinct
categories of matt-painted pottery: one characterised by the application of paint before firing,
and another belonging to an earlier technological phase in which decoration was applied after
firing. Since this style of pottery was absent in Macedonia, Prendi deduced from the relative
chronology that it appeared in the region during the transition from the Middle to the Late
Bronze Age. Consequently, he logically ascribed its origin to the region of Kor¢é and proposed
the name ‘Devoll style’ pottery, in homage to the river of the same name (PREND11982, 214-219).
Later scholars echoed Prendi’s assertions, claiming that the appearance of this type of pottery,
based on relative chronology, dates back to the 15"-14" centuries BC. This phenomenon, they
argue, indicates extensive interactions between local populations and the advanced Myce-
naean civilisation, as evidenced by the discovery of imported artefacts in the region (PRENDI
1966; ANDREA 1976, 141; ANDREA 1985; KORKUTI 1971; BODINAKU 1990).

Matt-painted pottery has been excavated at numerous sites in the Korgé valley, including
both settlements (Maliq, Sovjan, Tren, Podgorie, Symiza, Barg, Selcé) and burial mounds
(Barg and Kug i Zi) (Fig. 10). Research, mainly carried out by Albanian archaeologists, has
classified this pottery as ‘pre-Illyrian’ and postulated its spread in the inland regions of the
Balkan Peninsula (PRENDI 1982, 218). However, research at Sovjan and the synchronisation
of settlement layers with absolute dates have refuted these notions, showing that the appear-
ance of matt-painted pottery in the region came after its appearance elsewhere (KraPF 2018c,
416 see reference 35). Such theories are therefore unsupported. Fragments of matt-painted
pottery have been found in the Ohrid valley, particularly in the area around the old town
of Ohrid (Lychnidos) (Fig. 4) (PAPAZOVSKA-SANEV 2007, 487-492, pl. cXX1, CXX1I; BITRAKO-
VA-GROZDANOVA - KUZMAN 2000, 19-33, fig. 8), and in settlements such as Gorica near the vil-
lage of Leskoec and Gradiste near the village of Dolno Lako&erej (Fig. 10). This pottery, which
has all the characteristics of the Devoll pottery, has been labelled by researchers as part of the
Southwest Macedonian cultural group and in terms of chronology they wrongly attributed
it to the Developed Iron Age (8"-6™ century BC) (BITRAKOVA-GROZDANOVA - KUZMAN 2000,
19-33, fig. 1; MITREVSKI 2020, 90). This discrepancy prompts an examination of the factors
influencing the cultural categorisation of a common regional phenomenon in geographically
close regions such as Kor¢é and Ohrid. Furthermore, in terms of relative chronology, these
artificially designated ‘distinct’ cultural groups would appear to inhabit a chronological
framework separated by approximately seven centuries. According to the relative chronology,
matt-painted pottery appears in the Korgé valley in the 15" century BC, while it appears in the
Ohrid region around the 8" century BC.

1 The fragments were discovered during the intensive surveys that we performed within the project
‘Frontier Studies’ in the period 2017-2019.
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The causes of this discrepancy are complex and heterogeneous. A significant factor con-
tributing to the artificial division of the region and the subsequent emergence of divergent
cultural-historical narratives regarding matt-painted pottery lies in the administrative border
delineating the Republic of Albania and the Republic of North Macedonia. This division has
led to the interpretation of past cultural phenomena through different nationalist and cul-
tural-historical lenses. Natural phenomena have also contributed to the uneven chronology
of matt-painted pottery. Unfavourable hydrological conditions have been recorded along the
shores of Lake Maliq, resulting in the abandonment of pile-dwelling/wet-land settlements
such as Maliq and Sovjan in the Korgé valley (FOUACHE et al. 2001, 79-86; FOUACHE et al. 2010,
525-535; KURTI - OBERWEILER 2020, 68). Similar hydrological and seismic events affected the
shores of Lake Ohrid, causing dramatic changes in settlement organisation during the Early
Iron Age and subsequent periods (HOSEK et al. 2021, 1-10). Although these events occurred
at different intervals, they had a comparable impact on the organisation of settlements and
the daily lives of the inhabitants, as well as on the development of local culture. A seismic
event around 1200 BC in the Ohrid valley led to the abandonment of pile-dwelling/wet-land
settlements before the appearance of matt-painted pottery (HoSEx et al. 2021, 1-10), which,
according to absolute dates from Sovjan, appeared in the second half of the 11* century BC
(OBERWEILER et al. 2020, 3). This is further complicated by the relative chronology of the
pile-dwelling/wet-land settlements on the Ohrid coast, which suggests their use during the
Early Iron Age (KUZMAN 2013, 297-324). As a result, the idea emerged that in pile-dwelling/
wet-land settlements in the Korgé valley (Sovjan and Maliq), matt-painted pottery was ob-
served in layers belonging to the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, in contrast to the Ohrid
coast, where such pottery was not recorded in similar settlements. This led researchers to
attribute the appearance of matt-painted pottery in the Ohrid region to the Advanced Iron
Age, specifically around the 8% century BC (BITRAKOVA-GROZDANOVA - KUZMAN 2000, 19-33,
fig. 1; MITREVSKI 2020, 90).

Recent radiocarbon dating of samples from the site of Plo¢a Mi¢ov Grad and the newly
discovered pile-dwelling/wet-land settlement of Grasnica has conclusively shown that such
settlements were abandoned in the 12 century BC (HAFNER et al. 2021; HOSEK et al. 2021,
1-10), before the appearance of matt-painted pottery in the region. Consequently, this type of
pottery is conspicuously absent from settlements of this type in the Ohrid region. As a result,
matt-painted pottery stands out as the chronologically earliest material found in settlements
built on the first row of hills, probably in response to adverse hydrological conditions. A similar
scenario unfolds in the Korgé valley, where in the 8% century BC the water level of the now
dry Lake Maliq increased, triggering changes similar to those observed in the Ohrid valley
(FoucHE et al. 2010, 65-78). However, this event occurred four centuries later, allowing for the
uninterrupted development of local culture in the Kor¢é region. Here the continuity extends
from the Late Bronze Age to the beginning of the Developed Iron Age.

To meet these challenges, it is proposed that matt-painted pottery should be considered
as a regional phenomenon, given its characteristic features and distribution patterns. In
particular, this type of pottery is found in the last phases of settlements with a long duration
of occupation, from the Late Neolithic to the Early Iron Age, such as Maliq, Sovjan, and Tren.
Conversely, it represents the earliest phase of settlements with continuity from the 1 millen-
nium BC, such as those at Symiza, Boboshticé, Selcé, and Barg in the Korcé valley, as well as
the precursor settlement of ancient Lychnidos with its sites Samuel’s Fortress and Plao$nik. In
this context, in order to determine the exact chronology and characteristics of the matt-paint-
ed pottery, it is imperative to consider it as a regional feature of the entire Great Lakes area.
Recent multidisciplinary research in both the Korc¢é and Ohrid-Struga regions has provided
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Fig. 10: Great Lakes region with sites with matt-painted pottery. Map by P. Ardjanliev, Source Goo-
gle Earth, by CNES/Airbus and Maxar Technologies 2022.

valuable data for reconstructing life during this transitional period. Radiocarbon dating and
dendrochronological analysis of the Sovjan settlement, together with the synchronisation of
pottery finds with these absolute dates, make it possible to synchronise the entire chronology
of the region. It is therefore proposed to begin by looking at the absolute chronology of the
Sovjan site, focusing in particular on its later phases where matt-painted pottery is present.
Subsequently, a regional analysis should be carried out to assess the presence or absence of
this type of pottery in different archaeological materials from numerous sites throughout
the region.

Sovjan is a lakeside settlement of about 1.5 hectares on the western shore of the former
Lake Maliq. It is located approximately 3.5 kilometres north-east of the modern village of
Maliq, where the famous prehistoric settlement of the same name was first discovered in
1948. Sovjan was accidentally discovered in 1988 during agricultural activities in the plain
(Gor1 - KRAPF 2016, 91). The stratigraphic sequence of Sovjan covers periods from the Early
Neolithic to the Iron Age. Initially, 14 layers were identified, and their chronological placement
was determined using absolute dating methods.? Of particular importance is layer 5, which
is attributed to the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age (EIA). Originally conceived as three

2 GORI - KRAPF 2016, 91-129. See detailed analysis of layers synchronized with absolute dates and
archaeological material.
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horizons, subsequent research necessitated a re-evaluation of the chronology of layer 5. The
Late Bronze Age layer 5c was further subdivided into layers 5c1, 5¢2, and 5¢3, corresponding to
distinct occupation strata (S2, S3, and S4). Absolute dating indicates that layer 5c1 falls within
the broad chronological framework of 1300 to 1000 BC. However, this broad chronological
framework was problematic because it could not be used as a period for the appearance of
matt-painted pottery at the majority of sites in the region.

The focus here is on the appearance of matt-painted pottery, particularly in the context
of the Sovjan settlement, the first fragments of which appear precisely in layer 5c1, alongside
remnants of painted Mycenaean pottery (KRAPF 2021, 663, fig. 4). The presence of Mycenaean
pottery in the region, particularly from the Bar¢ necropolis, has previously been dated to the
mid-11" century BC (BEJKO 1993, 101-122), making its occurrence within the chronologically
designated layer 5c1 of Sovjan problematic. However, recent research by the Franco-Albanian
team has led to a revision of this broad chronological framework, resulting in the identifi-
cation of seven cultural-chronological phases of the site’s entire human occupation (OBER-
WEILER et al. 2020, 3, t. 1). According to the updated chronology, phase VI corresponds to the
transitional period marked by the appearance of matt-painted pottery and the presence of
so-called Mycenaean pottery, effectively resolving the chronological ambiguity of the re-
gion (Tab. 1). This revised chronology provides an acceptable framework for wider regional
analysis. To further evaluate the proposition that matt-painted pottery, as a defining feature
of the Early Iron Age in the region, emerged in the second half of the 11 century BC, a com-
prehensive review of its presence or potential absence in archaeological material discovered
in the region is recommended. In particular, matt-painted pottery has not been found in the
lake-dwelling settlements along the shores of Lake Ohrid (KuzMAN 2013, 297-430). The latest
radiocarbon dates showed that these settlements were abandoned by 1200 BC (HAFNER et al.
2021) at the latest, i.e. shortly before the appearance of the matt-painted pottery in the region.
Thus, this event serves as a terminus post quem for the emergence of this type of pottery. In
addition, the appearance of matt-painted pottery in the oldest settlement on the Ohrid hill,
probably established after a seismic event in 1200 BC (Ho$EK et al. 2021, 1-10) further supports
this dating. This seismic event, documented in the Ohrid plain north of the lake, forced the
population to abandon pile-dwelling/wet-land settlements and establish new settlements on
nearby hills for hydrological safety. These events coincide chronologically with the proposed
date for the appearance of matt-painted pottery in the region, confirming its appearance in
the second half of the 11 century BC.

The cessation of activity in the lake-dwelling settlements at Lake Maliq, brought about
by another natural event, marks the final phase in the use of this distinctive handmade and
decorated pottery. This event is the rise in the level of the now dry Lake Maliq, estimated to
have occurred at the beginning of the 8 century BC (FOUACHE et al. 2010, 65-78). In scientific
discourse, Albanian archaeologists argue for a continuity of matt-painted pottery up to the
Archaic period (6™-5™ century BC). Their aim is to demonstrate a cultural continuum from
the Bronze Age into the historical epochs, thereby asserting the continuity of what is com-
monly referred to as Illyrian culture (ANDREA 1985, 78; BODINAKU 1990, 81; ANDREA 2005, 40).
However, an examination of the written sources reveals a lack of consensus regarding the
ethnic origins of the tribes inhabiting the region. Furthermore, the claims of uninterrupted
production and use of matt-painted pottery are unsubstantiated. The analysis of material
evidence from the Later Iron Age shows the absence of this type of pottery at sites chronolog-
ically assigned to this period. Notable examples include the settlement of Vrbnik (Toporoska
2010, 147-154), older graves within the necropolis of Trebeniste (KuzmaN 1985), the Iron Age
necropolis of Plao$nik (KuzMAN - DIMITROVA 2011, 36-37; KUZMAN 2016, 141, pl. 9; KuzMAN
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Tab. 1: Revised chrono-cultural sequence of the Sovjan site. After OBERWEILER et al. 2020.

PERIODS
Sovjan PERIODS ABSOLUTE DATING Jo——
Chrono-Cultural Phases Albanian Chronology cal BC g
Chronology
VI beginning of the IA +1000/900 - 800/700 Geometric
ip Protogeometric
VI BA-IA transition +1100 - 1000/900
Sub-Mycenaean
41300 - 1100 LHIIB-C
=B LHII A
v LBA
(second half)
+1600 - 1300 LHII
* 3 LHI
hiatus
MH
v MBA - LBA transition +2200 - 1900
III MBA + 2500 - 2000 EH III
q EHI-II
hiatus LN
I Middle Neolithic + 6000 - 5600 MN
1 Early Neolithic/ 47300 - 7000 EN/
Mesolithic? t73 7 Mesolithic?

2017, 151-152, pl. 3; PAPAZOVSKA - HEILMAN 2018, 177), and the necropolises of Barg II, Kug i Zi
I (ANDREA 1985) and Shuec (ANDREA 2009, 223-279). These sites, dated to the Late Iron Age
(8™-6™ century BC), do not contain any identifiable fragments of matt-painted pottery within
their archaeological assemblages. Consequently, it is reasonable to consider the beginning of
the 8% century BC as the lower chronological threshold for the use of matt-painted pottery
in the Great Lakes region.
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On the basis of the synchronisation of absolute dates obtained by the Franco-Albanian
team for the phases of the Sovjan settlement (OBERWEILER et al. 2020, 3, with the proposed
literature), it is plausible to extend these chronologies to the wider lake region. Consequently,
it is suggested that the nomenclature of the so-called Devoll pottery should be reconsidered,
as it does not characterise the Korcé region exclusively, but extends to a wider geographical
area, encompassing the area around the Great Lakes. Therefore, I suggest that in the follow-
ing discourse this matt-painted pottery should be appropriately referred to as matt-painted
pottery from the Great Lakes region. This designation would offer a more precise geographical
demarcation and could potentially mitigate the nationalist and cultural-historical interpre-
tations that persist within the region.

CONCLUSION

This study has re-evaluated the matt-painted pottery tradition of the Great Lakes region -
encompassing the Korcé basin in Albania and the Ohrid basin in North Macedonia - through
an integrated multidisciplinary approach, combining stratigraphy, typology, technological
analysis, and absolute chronology. The findings challenge earlier interpretations that framed
this ceramic tradition within isolated, nationalist, or migration-based narratives, and instead
highlight its emergence as a regionally coherent phenomenon during the transitional period
from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age.

Radiocarbon and dendrochronological data, particularly from the site of Sovjan, situate
the initial appearance of matt-painted pottery in the second half of the 11" century BC. This
revised chronology corrects earlier assumptions and affirms that the tradition developed
amidst long-term local cultural continuity and sustained interregional interactions, rather
than being the product of abrupt external influences. The study also clarifies the absence
of matt-painted pottery in the pile-dwelling/wet-land settlements along Lake Ohrid, which
were abandoned following a major seismic event around 1200 BC - a factor that contributed
to previous misinterpretations of the pottery’s chronology in that area.

Typological and decorative analysis of the pottery reveals a remarkable consistency across
both sides of the modern Albanian-North Macedonian border. Shared vessel forms - such as
kantharoi, amphoroid jars, carinated urns, and multi-chambered vessels - alongside recur-
ring decorative motifs like hanging triangles, checkerboards, and cruciform designs, reflect
a unified aesthetic and technological tradition. Technological analysis further confirms that
the pottery was predominantly handmade using locally sourced clay, with matt-painted dec-
oration applied before firing. Occasional wheelmade examples suggest local experimentation
rather than foreign intrusion or industrial shift.

Environmental changes also played a decisive role in shaping settlement patterns and the
archaeological visibility of this pottery. Hydrological and seismic disruptions in both valleys
directly influenced settlement relocation and the contexts in which matt-painted pottery
appears. These external pressures underscore the adaptability and resilience of local com-
munities in navigating a transforming landscape.

Given the wide spatial distribution, typological coherence, and synchronic development of
this ceramic tradition, the continued use of the term ‘Devoll style’ is no longer adequate. This
study proposes instead the geographically inclusive term ‘matt-painted pottery of the Great
Lakes region’, which better reflects the cultural unity of the area and helps to move beyond
nationalistic frameworks that have historically fragmented the archaeological narrative.
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In sum, this study repositions matt-painted pottery as a key cultural and chronological
marker of the Early Iron Age in the southwestern Balkans. It stands as a testament to local
innovation, technological continuity, and regional identity within a shared cultural sphere
that transcended modern political boundaries. By integrating material, environmental, and
chronological evidence, this research contributes to a more nuanced, balanced, and histor-
ically grounded understanding of prehistoric cultural dynamics in the Great Lakes region.
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Pl 3/1: Matt-painted pottery from Samuel’s fortress (photo by K. Balev, archive Ohrid museum).

Pl 3/2: Matt-painted pottery from Samuel’s Fortress (by P. Ardjanliev, archive Ohrid museum).



	Pero_Ardjanliev_68-85
	plates3

