
 

 

THE BLACK GLAZED POTTERY IN THE ETRUSCAN CITIES OF THE PO 

VALLEY: PRODUCTIONS AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 

 

This text is a concise synthesis of the latest results and the methodological issues of 

the research on black glazed pottery in the Etruscan Po Valley, which will emerge as 

a vantage point for studying not only local productions, but also North Etruscan and 

Athenian productions. 

From the late Archaic period, the Etruscan Po Valley was integral to the flourishing 

trade of figured and black glazed vases from Athens [1]. During the 5th century BCE, 

we observe an increasing amount of Athenian pottery in all of the main Etruscan 

cities of the Po Valley, in addition to the appearance of local productions with greater 

or lesser levels of imitation of Athenian pottery, documented through archaeometrical 

analysis in Kainua (i.e. the Etruscan city of Marzabotto) and Spina [2]. In the same 

period, figured [3] and black glazed [4] vessels arrived from Northern Etruria. During 

the 4th century BCE, crisis in the network of cities built by Etruscans in the Po Valley 

brought, among many other things, a constant reduction of imported Athenian pottery 

[5]. In this new scenario, only several Etruscan cities remained standing, protected by 

the marshland of the Mincio River, as was the case for Mantua, and by the Po Delta 

for the ports of Spina and Adria. In the second half of the 4th century BCE, while 

Athenian importations were coming to an end, new trade routes through the 

Apennine Mountains were opened by the Celts [6]. The pottery from Volterra was a 

prestigious element on the table of the Celtic and Etruscan people residing in the Po 

Valley, as were Athenian vases before, and trade lasted until the end of the 2nd - 

beginning of the 1st century BCE, as documented in Adria [7]. A diversified local 

production of black glazed pottery is documented in Spina between the last decades 

of the 4th and the second half of the 3rd century BCE at the end of the city's life [8], 

and in Adria, where production continued after the Romanization of the city dated to 

around the end of the 2nd century BCE [9]. 

Part of this historic framework is the result of intense research over the last few 

decades by the Chair of Etruscology at the University of Bologna. A founding aspect 

of the research we are leading is the multidisciplinary approach. The rich database of 

samples collected by the laboratories of the Department of Biological, Geological, 
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and Environmental Sciences (BiGeA) through archaometrical analysis is regarded by 

scholars as a point of reference for Northeastern Italy and the Adriatic Sea [10]. 

The archaeometrical approach has been an essential starting point in the study of 

black glazed pottery in the Etruscan town of Kainua [11]. We identified local pro-

duction and vessels imported from Northern Etruria during the 5th century and the 

first half of the 4th century BCE. 

The Valle Trebba necropolis in Spina, object of research for the Chair of Etruscology 

at the University of Bologna [12], is a favored subject of work for this multidisciplinary 

approach. Until now, we've studied about 3,140 black glazed vases dated between 

the end of the 6th and the second half of the 3rd century BCE from around 800 of 

1,215 graves investigated between 1922 and 1935. A selection of about 64 samples 

from this mass of pottery has been analyzed through mineral-geochemical methods 

[13]. Thanks to the results of this analysis and in connection with more traditional 

archaeological studies, we are able to describe chemical and mineralogical 

characteristics of imported and local productions. In particular, we identified a local 

imitation of the Athenian deep wall and convex-concave profile bowl dated to the 

second half of the 5th century BCE [14]. Other goals attained thanks to the archaeo-

metrical approach are the location of the clay quarries, very close to the city, and the 

distinction of different pottery production processes within the city as documented by 

two groups of samples characterized by different clay and firing processes. One of 

the two groups has a homogeneous particle size and the presence of hematite, 

which determines the red color of the clay. The other group shows a different degree 

of purification of the clay and the firing process with a heavier reducing atmosphere. 

We proved that these two main processes were used by potters from the 5th to the 

3rd centuries BCE in different techniques of production (i.e. black glazed pottery and 

etrusco-padana fine pottery). 

Unfortunately, we have little archaeometric data on Adria’s black glazed pottery. A 

first effort was made by Luisa Mazzeo in 2007 [15], but that campaign involved few 

samples. Nowadays, we need a new campaign. The primary objectives should be the 

chemical and mineralogical characterization of the local vessels and the distinction 

between local production and importations from Volterra. This is a very important 

point, mostly because of the amount of vessels from Volterra in Adria and the 

supposed role of Adria as a hub for the distribution of these vessels in Northern Italy 

[16], and more doubtfully in the area of the Roman Ager Gallicus [17]. In other words, 
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the quality of the vases should not be the primary standard for the distinction of the 

productions. Moreover, a new campaign could bring a new perspective to the 

economical and productive relationship between Adria and Spina during the 4th and 

the 3rd century BCE [18]. 

Another main aspect of our research is the analysis of the vessels in context, which 

brought us new perspectives primarily on the role of pottery as a marker of cultural 

significance. The insight into cultural pressures which bring potters to create a new 

vase or to change an existing one could bring about a better understanding of certain 

special vases. A significant example is the ‘fish plate’ [19]. During this century, a local 

production of fish plates in gray clay without external gloss (accurate reproductions of 

imported Athenian vessels) started in Spina [20]. Towards the end of the century, we 

observe an interruption in both the importation of plates from Athens and the spread 

of a local black glazed production. However, the local black glazed fish plates do not 

blindly reproduce the Athenian prototype as in the gray clay tecnique: the foot is 

narrower and the lip is generally shorter and more oblique [21]. 

The peculiarities of the vase led some scholars to relate it to a production of fish 

plates in Volterra dated between the last decades of the 3rd and the beginning of the 

2nd century BCE [22]. Except for some remarkable differences, elements such as the 

coherence of the contexts, the funerary rite and especially the end of the Spina 

necropoleis within the last decades of the 3rd century BCE do not coincide with this 

dating. Nevertheless, we do not need to look around for comparisons in Italy, Greece 

or elsewhere, but we must also look at the context. The study of the documents re-

lated to the excavation of the necropolis brings to light that the fish plate was used as 

the lid of great skyphoi, which could contain food offerings, too [23]. This is a peculia-

rity of the funerary ritual of the later inhabitants of Spina. Therefore, if we think of the 

fish plate as the lid of the skyphos, then we can better understand the profile of its 

special lip. 

Another example presents Spina's role in the study of Hellenistic black glazed pottery 

in a wider Mediterranean context: the Etruscan bowl with a thickened lip, better 

known as Form Morel 83. This bowl is traditionally dated between the second half of 

the 4th century to the 2nd century BCE, and it is one of the most common vases in 

Northern Etruria and the Etruscan Po Valley in this period [24]. The recent study of 

the black glazed pottery from House 1 of the Regio IV, insula 2 in ancient Kainua, 

based on archaeometrical analyses, actually shows that the prototype of this bowl 
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was already produced in the Etruscan Po Valley and in Northern Etruria within the 

second half of the 5th century BCE [25]. In this first phase, the external profile of the 

foot of the bowl had a more irregular profile, which lasted until the middle of the 4th 

century BCE after which its surfaces became smoother. This passage is well 

documented in the Etruscan and Celtic necropolis of Monte Tamburino [26]. 

The situation in Tyrrhenian Etruria is harder to understand due to the general poverty 

of investigated contexts and a more traditional interpretation of the findings [27]. 

These considerations lead us to formulate another question: which is the archetype 

of this shape? We probably have to search the late Archaic period and look at both 

the Athenian stemmed dish and the archaic Etruscan bowl with a thickened lip, 

whose elements were combined by Etruscan potters with the irregular profile of the 

Athenian stemless cups (also reproduced by Etruscans) [28]. However, during the 

second half of the 5th century BCE, the chrono-morphological line of the Form Morel 

83 crossed with another line, the one of the Athenian bowl with an outturned rim. It is 

common knowledge that the outturned rim bowl was widely dispersed in the 

Mediterranean world during the 4th century BCE, but the starting phase of its chrono-

typological sequence is not very clear by looking at the Athenian agorà, where few 

examples are documented [29]. Spina is instead a vantage point for studying this 

sequence in the passage between 5th and 4th century BCE. We could suppose that 

the production of a new kind of bowl, originating from the Athenian single handle 

bowl deprived of the handle, started within the second quarter of the 5th century BCE 

[30]. The bowl created thanks to this innovation was widely traded only along the 

western coast of the Adriatic Sea, and mainly in Spina [31]. The main reason for this 

success could be its similarity with the most common Etruscan bowl [32]. This is not 

an isolated case in Spina: the stemmed plates [33] also demonstrate this pheno-

menon, namely by the request, most likely driven by the consumers, of an Athenian 

black glazed vessel very similar in shape to the Etruscan one. The bowl was thus 

produced in Athens, as archaeometrical analyses have documented [34], exclusively 

for an Adriatic market, and silhouettes of wheels, kantharoi, amphoras, and dolphins 

were drawn on many of them: meaningful figures which await a detailed study. In the 

second half of the century, the Etruscan black glazed bowl was very similar to the 

Athenian bowl with outturned rim. Only at the beginning of the 4th century BCE did 

these bowls take two different routes: in the Etruscan world it continued its evolution 

towards the Form Morel 83, while in the Greek world it became the common 
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outturned rim bowl with a huge demand in the Spanish market. Now, we are forced to 

ask one more question: how deep is the role of Spina and the cities of the Etruscan 

Po Valley in the sequence of changes which brought us to the Form Morel 83? Only 

more detailed studies in the territories of Northern Etruria could offer useful data to 

solve this problem. 

Definitively, this synthesis confirms that only through a systematic and multi-

disciplinary approach in the study of pottery can we lay the foundations on which we 

will build an updated typological framework of the black glazed pottery of the 

Etruscan Po Valley and the Northern Adriatic Sea. This ambitious goal is necessary 

due to the significant scarcity of documentation about this area in J.P. Morel’s work 

[35], which remains the most useful structure for a typology of black glazed pottery. 

However, it can’t be achieved without a larger chronological perspective starting from 

the Late Archaic period, in order to understand the models and possible accidents. In 

this way, the typological study must involve all productions without chronological 

restrictions starting from the Athenian pottery, which currently lacks a decisive 

typology [36]. 
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