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Ceramic Technology
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Summary

This paper presents the results of microscopic analysis on
134 thin sections of coarse ware pottery drawn from 24
late antique and early medieval sites (c. 300-900) in south-
eastern Austria and eastern and central Slovenia. Pet-
rography was used to distinguish three primary fabric
groups (carbonate-rich, gneiss-rich, and porous-bodied
fabrics) as well as several subgroups in each category. The
geographical and chronological distribution of these fabric
types reveals a marked shift in ceramic traditions from Late
Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages. While almost all late
antique vessels were tempered with crushed carbonate ma-
terials, a preference for grog temper and gneiss-rich clays is
evident in the 6™ and early 7* centuries, especially at new

1. Introduction

The shift from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages is
one of the most fascinating yet enigmatic periods in the
history of the southeastern Alps. The surviving written
sources provide only vague and fragmentary evidence of
the events and processes that unfolded in this region be-
tween the decline of Roman imperial authority in the 5®
century and the emergence of a multiethnic society on the
frontier of the Carolingian world four hundred years later."
Although extensive archaeological work over the past sev-
eral decades has significantly refined our understanding of
settlement patterns®, ceramic chronologies®, and regional

' The most important written sources for the southeastern Alps dur-

ing this period include the letters of Pope Gregory I (composed in
the late 6™ and ecarly 7" century), passages from the Chronicle of
Fredegar (composed in the 7" century), Book IV of Paul the Dea-
con’s History of the Lombards (composed in late 8" century), and
the Conversio Bagoariorun et Carantanorum (composed in the late 9™
century).

CIGLENECKI 2023 provides a comprehensive examination of late
antique settlement patterns across southeastern Europe, while
WiINCKLER 2020; MAaGDpI¢ 2021, and Sturar et al. 2022 each
examine early medieval settlement patterns in the eastern Alpine
region.

*  PreTERSKI 2010; ErcHERT 2010; BEKIC 2016.

settlements along the Mura, Sava, and Drava Rivers. Car-
bonate tempering appears to have continued into the Early
Middle Ages but is shown only by distinctively shaped
voids produced by the dissolution of calcite inclusions.
The widespread emergence of highly porous fabrics across
the region also signals other behavioral changes related to
pottery manufacture or usage. These dramatic shifts in ce-
ramic technological choice across the region at the onset
of the Early Middle Ages may be explained by the arrival
of new communities in this region and/or a decline in the
sophistication of ceramic production after the collapse of
the Western Roman Empire.
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influences* during this era of momentous change, many
questions — especially concerning migration, intercultural
contact, Christianization, and emergence of new group
identities — continue to be hotly contested.’

This article examines the birth of the early medieval
world in the southeastern Alps through the lens of coarse
ware pottery, the most abundant type of material culture
recovered from late antique and early medieval settlements
in the region. While formal and stylistic analyses of coarse
ware have long been standard practice, considerably less at-
tention has been paid to vessel manufacture and usage. This
relative neglect of ceramic technology is unfortunate, since
potters’ technical choices were an essential component of
their habitus and can provide valuable insights into socio-
economic patterns as well as expressions of identity and
ideology.® The present study constitutes the most extensive

MACHACEK/Paviovi¢ 2018 have argued for a connection between
Carniolan and Moravian elites through parallels in horse spurs,
while SAGADIN 2018 has identified the influence of Carolingian and
Ottonian art in early medieval jewelry in the southeastern Alps.

See especially Mizavec 2020; CurTa 2021; and contributions in
Lux et al. 2018; DIESENBERGER et al. 2020.

There is a long tradition of archaeological and ethnographic schol-
arship on the connections between ceramic technology, embodied
practice, and identity formation; see especially GOSSELAIN 2000;
BubpDpEN/SOAFER 2009; Roux 2019.
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Der Ubergang von der Spatantike zum Frithmittelalter im siidéstlichen Alpenraum aus der

Perspektive der Grobkeramiktechnik

In diesem Artikel werden die Ergebnisse einer mikroskopis-
chen Analyse von 134 Diinnschliffen von Grobkeramik
aus 24 spitantiken und frithmittelalterlichen Fundstit-
ten (ca. 300-900) im Siidosten Osterreichs sowie im Os-
ten und Zentrum Sloweniens vorgestellt. Mithilfe der
Petrographie wurden drei primire Materialgruppen (kar-
bonatreich, gneisreich und poros) sowie mehrere Unter-
gruppen in jeder Kategorie unterschieden. Die geografis-
che und chronologische Verteilung dieser Materialgruppen
zeigte einen deutlichen Wandel in der Keramiktradition
von der Spitantike zum Frithmittelalter. Wihrend fast
alle spitantiken Gefile mit zerkleinertem Karbonat ge-
magert wurden, verbreitete sich im spiten 6. und frithen
7. Jahrhundert die Schamotte-Magerung und die Ver-
wendung gneisreicher Tone, insbesondere bei neuen Sied-
lungen in den Tilern der Mur, der Save und der Drau.
Die Karbonatmagerung scheint bis ins frithe Mittelalter

24

angedauert zu haben, lisst sich jedoch nur durch charak-
teristisch geformte Hohlriume belegen, die durch die Au-
flésung von Calciteinschliissen entstanden sind. Das weit-
verbreitete Auftreten solch hochpordser Keramik in der
gesamten Region konnte auf Verhaltensinderungen hin-
weisen, die mit der Wahl der Technologie oder der Art der
in GefiBlen gelagerten Speisen zusammenhingen. Diese
raschen Verinderungen in der Keramikherstellung und im
tiglichen Gebrauch in der gesamten Region zu Beginn des
Mittelalters lassen sich moglicherweise durch die Ankunft
neuer Gemeinschaften in dieser Region und/oder einen
allgemeinen Riickgang der technologischen Entwicklung
nach dem Zusammenbruch des Westromischen Reiches
erkliren.

Schlagworte: Petrographie, Grobkeramik, technologische
Wahl, Spitantike, Frithmittelalter
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